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Abstract  
In recent years, an increasing number of municipalities and knowledge centres are developing 
innovation ecosystems together with companies to stimulate innovation within the region. 
Literature suggests that leadership is exerted by an organization that takes up the role of 
ecosystem leader.  
By means of a multiple case study, which involves three ecosystems in the Netherlands, 
this thesis studies how these leading organizations can contribute to the value creation of such 
ecosystems. The focus thus lies on leadership on organizational level. The data is gathered 
through interviews with people from these ecosystems. To answer the research question, the 
thesis studies the links between leadership components, characteristics of a well functioning 
ecosystem, outcomes for the ecosystem and the eventual value that the ecosystem aims to create.  
The findings show that the models for product ecosystems are not directly applicable to 
innovation ecosystems in which the municipality and knowledge institutes take the initiative. 
They show that internal competition plays a considerably smaller role than in product 
ecosystems and that activities of the leading organizations are not focused on maintaining 
control. Even though municipalities and universities are often initiative takers, they aim to 
eventually transfer at least part of this role onto entrepreneurs. This thesis discusses some 
methods used or advised by the respondents to achieve this goal. It furthermore shows that there 
are several forms of leadership and that, instead of a separate role of “ecosystem leader,” various 
partners can exert a form of leadership from their own role in the ecosystem.  
Finally, the study shows that, even though literature does not emphasize this aspect, 
leadership on individual level plays an important role in the value creation of the ecosystem. In 
order to function, ecosystems need two types of leaders: one with substantial (technological) 
knowledge and one with the skills to connect people, create trust and organize commitment.  
Because the models for product ecosystems are not directly applicable to these innovation 
ecosystems, the thesis concludes with a revised conceptual model for leadership in innovation 
ecosystems.  
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1. Introduction 
Various public and private organizations form networks in the form of so-called 
“ecosystems” of institutions to bundle resources such as knowledge, money and workforce. The 
main purpose of organizational ecosystems between knowledge institutes, municipalities and 
businesses is to stimulate the economy by co-innovation. In essence, the partners aim to make 
better use of knowledge. This combining of knowledge can be used to find more effective 
solutions to a big variety of local issues and to stimulate innovation in the region. The question is 
how leadership from a keystone organization and governance structure within the ecosystem can 
contribute to this goal, especially since leadership and governance are often informal.  
The increasing complexity of the world makes leadership and coordination within 
ecosystems essential. If municipalities and knowledge centres in the ecosystem lack sufficient 
coordination to effectively combine their knowledge, this increases the complexity of their 
partnership even more. This again makes cooperation between these institutions on any area less 
efficient and makes it less likely for the ecosystem to produce effective solutions.  
To tackle this problem I conduct a multiple case study in which I examine three Dutch 
ecosystems. A case study is most appropriate to capture the high complexity of the subject. 
Conger (1998) argues that the complexity of leadership makes the role of qualitative research 
important. Context plays a big role in the functioning and development of organizational 
networks. The approach to leadership in the ecosystem may be conditional on many factors that 
require an in-depth analysis, for example organizational culture or the motives for a certain 
cooperation or partnership. Furthermore, according to Yin (1994), selecting multiple cases 
enhances the robustness of the outcomes, because multiple cases serve as a replication of the 
observed patterns.      
The research involves multiple interviews. In each of the cases, at least one interview will 
be conducted with a member of a knowledge institute and at least one with a member of another 
organization, which most likely has a “leading” role within the ecosystem. By doing this I aim to 
find good examples of leadership approaches and governance structures as well as to find out 
what is still missing in these networks in terms of leadership and coordination.  Based on the 
knowledge gathered from this study, I aim to consult on how municipalities, knowledge centres 
and businesses can make the best use of leadership and coordination structures to make their 
ecosystem work more efficiently and effectively in any area of cooperation.  
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1.1. The logic of organizational ecosystems 
Cooperation between organizations from different sectors is often essential for tackling 
challenges. Thirty years ago, Peter F. Drucker (1980) stated: “The greatest danger in times of 
turbulence is not the turbulence; it is to act with yesterday’s logic.” (p. 12) Now that the world is 
becoming increasingly interconnected through the growth of information technology, 
organizations are becoming more interconnected as well (Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). 
Because of this increasing interconnectedness and complexity, many of today’s challenges 
transcend the field of interest of one organization or even one industry.  
This realization leads to a new logic: that of organizational ecosystems. Ron Adner (2017) 
describes the term “ecosystem” as: “the alignment structure of the multilateral set of partners that 
need to interact in order for a focal value proposition to materialize.” The idea behind 
ecosystems is that various organizations form a network as partners, brought together by a shared 
purpose.  
Some ecosystems include both private and public organizations. Networks between 
universities, municipalities and businesses for knowledge valorisation are an example of such 
ecosystems. Universities are considered to have a potentially important part in the social and 
economic development of their environment. Meanwhile, universities are increasingly aware of 
the positive influence an alluring environment has on the attraction of better students and 
researchers (Urbact, 2010).  
Mars et al. (20012) argue that ecosystems often emerge without pre-determined structure 
and that coordination and leadership are often not officially laid down in rules. Nonetheless, as in 
most collaborations, coordination is essential for efficient cooperation. What researchers seem to 
be unanimous about is that leadership is practised by one or few most influential organizations 
within the ecosystem, also called “keystones” (Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012)  
However, in an ecosystem consisting of partners from different sectors and industries, with 
varying goals and different views on leadership, it is challenging to determine what approach to 
leadership and coordination best facilitates the ecosystem in reaching its purpose. Some major 
challenges for keystones are for example to maintain and increase the competitiveness and value 
of their ecosystem, to attract and keep valuable partners but possibly also to anticipate on 
competition from partners within the ecosystem in order to remain in their position as leader.  
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1.2. Added value 
Entire initiatives focused on research on organizational ecosystems have recently been 
established, such as the Innovative Ecosystems Network at Stanford University (Innovation 
Ecosystem Network, 2016). The literature on specifically leadership in ecosystems remains 
however scarce and the literature that is available about this subject mainly refer to product 
ecosystems, often consisting solely of businesses, and not to innovation ecosystems in which 
universities and municipalities play an important role. The main insights from literature so far 
are that, as stated before, leadership comes from keystone organizations and that a common 
purpose is essential for the success of ecosystems (Moore, 2013). However, there is not much 
insight yet in the features of such a purpose and how this corresponds with leadership. Mars, 
Bronstein, & Lusch (2012) state that the shift from leadership over an organization to leadership 
over an ecosystem of organizations is a relevant topic for future research. This research aims to 
provide more insight in this aspect of ecosystems, in this case the network between knowledge 
institutes, municipalities and businesses. 
 
1.3. Research objective  
The focus in this research lies on leadership activities and governance structures that 
contribute to well functioning ecosystems. This leads to the following research question:  
 
“How can leadership contribute to the value creation of innovation ecosystems 
involving municipalities and knowledge centres?” 
 
Leadership in this context refers to leadership on institutional level, from one or few 
organizations that are connected to every partner within the network and emerge as leaders of the 
ecosystem. As will be discussed into more detail further in this study, the focus of the ecosystem 
type referred to in the research question is translating knowledge into innovation or solutions to 
problems of the region. This thesis aims to provide an answer on the research question by means 
of a multiple case study in which several of such ecosystems are analysed. The main source of 
gathering data is through interviews with actors who are responsible for contacts between the 
partners of the ecosystem.  
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1.4. Thesis overview 
 Now that the objective of the study is discussed, the second chapter is a theoretical 
framework of the literature this study is building further on. It discusses the current insights on 
various areas of the subject and sketches out the suggested interactions in a conceptual model. 
Chapter three discusses the methodology used to answer the research question and to explain 
why these methods best fit the research question. The results of the study will be presented in 
chapter four and chapter five is the analysis of these results. Chapter six is the discussion, in 
which the results and analysis will be connected to the literature discussed in chapter 2 and 
chapter seven is the conclusion, which provides an answer to the research question, a revised 
conceptual model, indicates the limitations of the research and provides recommendations for 
further research.  
2. Theoretical framework and causal mechanisms 
The aim of this chapter is to give an overview on the knowledge that is available in 
scientific literature about the topic. This theoretical framework forms the base for the interviews 
and results of this study and consists on two main components: the ecosystem concept and 
leadership. Each component is subdivided into different aspects of the concept.  
In the section about the ecosystem concept, we will discuss (1) the origins of the ecosystem 
approach, (2) characteristics of ecosystems, (3) their goals, (4) how they emerge, (5) their 
resilience and dynamics and eventually (6) different types of ecosystems and which type best fits 
the cases in this study.  
The second part, the leadership section, provides insights on (1) the role of leaders in the 
ecosystem context, (2) how they are expected to benefit the entire ecosystem, (3) how they can 
maintain their position as leader and why this in the interest of the network as a whole, (4) the 
importance of creating a shared purpose, (5) platform leadership and its components and 
eventually (6) a brief overview of the network governance approach, and how this logic, closely 
related to that of ecosystems, is relevant for this study. 
After addressing these topics, this chapter concludes with a conceptual model to analyse 
the cases in this study.  
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2.1. Ecosystems 
Origins 
The idea of organizational ecosystems is part of new business logic. The earlier mentioned 
warning from Peter F. Drucker (1980) not to operate with yesterday’s logic in times of change is 
quite broad, but very relevant with respect to this. The main issue with the ‘old logics,’ or 
frameworks for organizations, mostly dating back from the Industrial Revolution, is that they 
assume that organizations are comparable to machines and that humans are able to engineer them 
to maximize profits and wealth (Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). Several changes in the 
environment however, made many organizations that faced increased complexity move away 
from this logic.  
The increased complexity of our world and its problems and challenges are a main drive 
behind the emergence of the ecosystem logic. The turbulence of today is largely driven by the 
increasing interconnectedness of people and organizations because of the rapid growth of 
information technology, especially the Internet (Iansiti, 2005; Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). 
Due to this development, a tremendous amount of information is available and is spread by many 
to many actors. Some refer to this many-to-many world as a network economy. In this world of 
network economy, organizations are becoming more “flat” and innovation and governance more 
democratic (Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012).  
In this network economy, innovative businesses cannot evolve in a vacuum, but need to 
create cooperative networks to gain resources (Moore, 1993). Iyer and Nasole (2016) argue 
further that firms can no longer rely solely on their internal competencies and that they must also 
draw upon competencies of other firms. More and more firms do this by means of alliances, 
partnerships or digital relationships. These networks surpass the field of one single industry, a 
new strategy form, which called for a new systematic approach: that of ecosystems (Moore, 
1993). Gradually, the nature of competition in the business world has changed, because 
competition is not only between firms, but also between ecosystems (Iyer & Basole, 2016).  
Davey et al. (2013a) point out the emergence of the university vs. private and public sector 
system as a major source of national competitiveness. They indicate this as a drive behind the 
trend to view this type of network too as an ecosystem where actors and institutions cooperate in 
a coordinated way. 
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Characteristics 
The metaphor of the biological term “ecosystem” mainly refers to interdependency: just as 
a biological ecosystem consists of many species that are interdependent of one another, business 
ecosystems or organizational ecosystems consist of interdependent networks of organizations 
(Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012).  
Mars et al. (2012) point out two popular uses of the metaphor. First, scholars often use the 
metaphor to describe the connections between organizations with similar or complementary 
features and that encourage exchange of resources, such as information. Secondly, the metaphor 
sometimes refers to social structures of loose and tight connections between organizations and 
actors enabling or enhancing interactions between them. Examples they give are the complex 
networks of governmental agencies, universities and private industries that are connected by 
common technological goals or economic gains.  
As Valkokari (2015) indicates, the partnerships within the ecosystem can be either formal 
or informal. These formal or informal understanding of a common goal, also called a shared 
purpose, binds them together in a certain structure.  
Although these organizations and actors are linked together through a mutual goal, 
organizational ecosystems most often do not start of with pre-determined goals and agendas 
(Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). The intentions for the exchange relationships can vary widely 
and participating organizations have their individual goals and agendas aside from the 
ecosystems shared goal. Organizations often connect around shared or complementary cultural 
features, but they can also form links out of competing logics. Therefore, the worldviews and 
logics that underpin the ties between ecosystem partners may be complimentary or competing 
(Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012; Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). Alas, ecosystems consist of 
multiple actors that adopt new values and form ties that can be cooperative and competitive. This 
combination of competition and cooperation is also called “co-opetition.” (Adner, 2017; 
Gueguen & Isckia, 2010). 
Nyman (2015) acknowledges the differences and even conflicting interests of the partner 
organizations within university-business-government collaboration (UXC), but states that a 
consensus and shared goals of these partners in adapting to the platform is essential to create a 
successful platform that is inviting to potential partners to join. The ecosystem thus connects 
organizations through exchange of information and resources through such a platform despite 
their diversity and even competition in goals and agendas. This suggests that the ecosystem 
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needs a shared goal to overcome the differences in individual goals and logics that the 
participating partners have.  
Adner (2017) states that an ecosystem leader is an organization that sets the vision of 
structure and roles that following firms adopt. This firm is called a keystone acts as regulator of 
the overall function of the ecosystem and therefore strongly affects the success of all involved 
partners, including itself (Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012).  
Goals 
Regardless of the specific common goal of a particular ecosystem, the objective of 
ecosystems in general is creating a value for both the partner firms and the costumers of the 
ecosystem (Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012). Or, as Moore (2013) describes it: “to get a lot of 
people to bring their creativity together and accomplish something more important than they can 
do on their own.” The members of this network create this value by establishing a platform that 
all partners can use to improve their performance (Li, 2009). Baldwin & Woodard (2008) define 
such a platform as “a set of stable components that supports variety and evolvability in a system 
by constraining the linkages among the other components.”   
A Dutch consultancy agency, Kplusv, calls entrepreneurship and innovation nowadays the 
key to success, not only for companies, but also for municipalities, knowledge centres and 
development agencies (Kplusv, 2017). Therefore, these parties also choose to set up a structure 
to bundle their competencies, often in the form of an ecosystem (Kplusv, 2017). In essence the 
goal of the ecosystem is to create more value with the joint resources and competencies than 
would be created if the parties operated separately. According to Nyman (2013), the emerging 
idea of a shared value will change the view that universities traditionally have of their 
connections with external firms.    
Emergence 
Forces feeding the emergence of institutional ecosystems of universities and government 
entities differ in nature and can be social, academic, cultural, economic, policy-related and even 
psychological. However, they all need a functional platform (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002).  
To understand the functioning and development of ecosystems, it is best to view 
ecosystems as emergent phenomena that develop over time out of a complex coherence between 
actor agency and social structure instead of as a mechanical product of purposeful engineering 
(Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). Emergence of organizational ecosystems can be driven top 
down or bottom up. How they emerge depends on the types and diversity of institutions that the 
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ecosystems include. A top down development is more likely within centralized, government-
controlled economies, or markets where there is a monopoly, whereas competitive, market-
oriented economies enable a more bottom up emergence (Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012).   
Because ecosystems mostly emerge without pre-determined purpose and structure, 
coordination and leadership in such networks are often not officially laid down as they are within 
individual organization. Still, a certain kind of leadership and coordination pattern is required to 
make the ecosystem function effectively. This leadership often comes from dominant partner 
organizations that are referred to as “keystones.” Adner (2017) states that an ecosystem leader is 
a firm that sets the vision of structure and roles that following firms adopt. This keystone is 
connected to all of the participating organizations and acts as regulator of the overall function of 
the ecosystem. It therefore strongly affects the success of all involved partners, including itself 
(Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012).  
Resilience & dynamics 
Ecosystems are to a certain degree nested structures, which means that there is an overlap 
in activities and interests of the partners. This degree differs per ecosystem and Mars et al. 
(2012) suggest that a higher degree of nestedness encourages the creation of back-up plans for 
when one of the partners fails and thereby increases the resiliency of the ecosystem.  
 Embeddedness, described by Mars et al. as “the binding of an organizational ecosystem 
through economic and non-economic arrangements of exchange,” forms the ecosystem as a 
nested structure. These exchanges find place more often between generalists and specialists than 
between specialists. Many different institutions can be embedded in the same ecosystem for a 
variety of purposes and Mars et al. suggest that this diversity enforces the ecosystems resiliency 
(Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012).    
Despite certain levels of resiliency, ecosystems can still suffer from changes in their 
environment and changes from within. An essential determinant of their resilience is therefore 
their ability to respond to such changes. Ecosystems that do not evolve with their environment 
may cease to exist or become obsolete (Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012). Makinen et al. (2012) 
argue that ecosystems evolve, influenced by both endogenous and exogenous forces. The main 
endogenous forces are co-evolutionary processes and subsequently platform architecture 
(Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012).  
The modular systems theory suggests that a higher level of modularity enables more 
evolution, because sub-systems can evolve independently from each other without further 
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coordination or specialized knowledge of other sub-systems.  A high level of modularity 
however requires more “design rules” to ensure that the subsystems do not deviate from the 
platform owners’ guidelines (Tiwana, Konsynski , & Bush , 2010).  
Important external factors affecting the ecosystems evolution are changes in social and 
economic environments as well as technological changes. Competing ecosystems can block 
another ecosystems evolution, for instance by attracting their module developers by offering 
development tools, such as software development kits. Even though this is move obvious in 
technical business ecosystems, technological development as well as social and economic 
changes could also influence the composition of innovation ecosystems including public entities, 
for example the actors and organizations that they seek as partners. 
Ecosystem type 
Even though the literature on ecosystem is quite extensive, there is no set of concrete rules 
that can be generalized over all ecosystems. Ecosystems are always unique, because they all 
have different participants in their network, different forms of connections and cooperation and 
different ways of evolving (Valkokari, 2015). However, literature distinguishes several types of 
ecosystems, each type marked by certain characteristics that the ecosystems have in common. It 
is therefore useful for the analysis in this study to first distinguish between different types of 
ecosystems and to assess whether the cases in this study meet the description one of these types.  
Several types addressed in literature are industrial, product, security, business, knowledge 
and innovation ecosystems (Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012; Valkokari, 2015). Katri Valkokari 
(2015) provides a conceptual framework to help understand what is meant by business, 
innovation and knowledge ecosystems and how the three interact. She does this based on four 
characteristics: the shared purpose (which she calls the “baseline” of the ecosystem), 
relationships and connectivity, actors and roles and logic of action, as she summarizes in the 
table below.   
The baseline of business ecosystems is creating value for the costumers, which is a direct 
business benefit for all participants. The shared purpose for knowledge ecosystem is the creation 
of new knowledge. The main focus here lays on exploration rather than exploitation of 
knowledge. Innovation ecosystems form a bridge between the former two, because they form a 
mechanism for integrating exploration and exploitation of knowledge to enable co-creation of 
value in business ecosystems (Valkokari, 2015).   
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Valkokari marks the global business relationships that can be simultaneously cooperative 
and competitive as a characteristic for business ecosystems in her table. However, she also says 
that competition and cooperation are included in all three ecosystem types.  
When it comes to actors and who takes the lead, large firms are usually key actors in 
business ecosystems, whereas research institutes and innovation entrepreneurs are the key 
players in knowledge ecosystems. Because the innovation ecosystem functions as integrating 
mechanism, it is the intermediators that play a central role by facilitating interaction and creating 
dependence between participants. Valkokari therefore even argues that these intermediators 
themselves are the platform within the innovation ecosystem (Valkokari, 2015).  
 
 
Source: (Valkokari, 2015, p. 21) 
 
 
In each of these types, actors are grouped together in different ways and have their way of 
operating: they have different logics of action. However, as Valkokari further notes, some actors 
can be part of various ecosystems and have different roles in each of them.  
The cases in this thesis are ecosystems of municipalities, knowledge institutes and private 
partners and have as main goal to make better use of public knowledge. This “better use” 
translates in benefits for the city or region with regard to building solutions to address problems 
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in the region or increasing the regions competitiveness. This meets the description of innovation 
ecosystems, because of its focus on exploitation of knowledge to eventually co-create 
innovation.  
The organizations in the selected cases also largely cooperate conform the logic of action 
of innovation ecosystems: for instance by means of hubs, where they can meet and work. These 
hubs can be seen as geographic centres to enable different actors to connect with each other. The 
“high-tech campus Eindhoven,” a hub from Brainport Eindhoven, one of the ecosystems studied 
in this thesis, even calls itself “the smartest km in the Netherlands” and states that its strength 
lies in offering an international network in which knowledge, skills and facilities are shared 
(High Tech Campus Eindhoven, 2017). An initiative-taking actor in this kind of ecosystem can 
be seen as intermediator, because it brings knowledge exploring and knowledge exploiting actors 
together.  
Which organization functions as this intermediator and thereby keystone however, can 
differ. Valkokari’s table suggest that it is the innovation policy makers, local intermediators, 
innovation brokers or funding organization. This is very broad and covers all sorts of 
organizations. Some cases show an important role for the knowledge institutes in this. According 
to Neyman (2015), it is the academics at the universities that should educate and recruit people 
with the needed competences for participating on the platforms to initiate partners. Neyman 
argues that they are fit for this role because of their substance knowledge and academic 
competences (Nyman, 2015). In this regard, the ecosystems in this study seem to resemble 
knowledge ecosystems. Nonetheless, this is not per se the case and the initiative can come from 
another institution, for example the municipality. So for our analysis, it is important to know 
which organization functions as intermediator.  
 
2.2. Leadership 
Role as keystone 
As discussed in the first part of the theoretical framework, ecosystems can be held together 
through formal and informal agreements. Valkokari (2015) argues further that formal authority is 
invisible in ecosystems. This is even the case when the agreements are formal. When it comes to 
leadership in ecosystem, various scholars specify that one or few dominant organizations in the 
network informally take up the role of leader. These keystone organizations have a big part in 
coordinating the network (Iansitie & Levien, 2004; Mars, Bronstein, & Lusch, 2012; Valkokari, 
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2015). Keystones strongly influence the performance of the entire ecosystem through their 
individual conduct. Even though leader positions can alter over time, leadership is valuable to 
the whole community. Leadership makes it possible for all partners of the ecosystem to build on 
a shared future through investments while they anticipate shared profits (Moore, 1993). Several 
aspects for enhancing the functioning and competitiveness of the ecosystem as a whole are 
therefore aims for a leading firm.  
Improving the ecosystem 
It is essential for an ecosystem to have an organization as leader that stimulates a process 
of constant improvement, taking the whole community to a greater level (Moore, 1993). The 
main aim of the keystone is to enhance the stability and predictability of the operation within the 
ecosystem (Iansitie & Levien, 2004). The relative stability of the structure of the process of value 
adding enables suppliers to target certain elements of value and to contribute in them. It also 
stimulates expansion of partners by taking over tasks from firms closest to them in the value 
chain.  The most important benefit may be that the whole ecosystem becomes less dependent on 
the original leader (Moore, 1993). Leaders also aim to increase the competitiveness of the 
ecosystem over other ecosystems, because other ecosystems may compete over partners who 
increase the value of their ecosystem (Adner, 2017). Moore (1993) sets out that this rivalry over 
“territories” especially happens when ecosystems are expanding by taking on new territories: 
new partnerships with firms in other sectors or business area’s for example. When several 
ecosystems simultaneously expand, some rival ecosystems may choose to enter the same market 
territory.  
Maintaining a position as keystone 
Literature further suggests that another aim of the keystone is to remain the leading 
organization within the ecosystem. Competition within the network is a challenge for keystones. 
As discussed before, an ecosystem may bring together organizations with very different logics 
and interests. Although firms agree on a certain structure, they often disagree on roles and some 
of them compete for a leadership position as well (Adner, 2017). Such competing firms are also 
called “wannabe’s” and these are in turn called “dominators” if they attempt to supplant other 
partner firms of the ecosystem (Iansitie & Levien, 2004). If these dominators are able to control 
a large part of the firm’s network, this can stand in the way of the success of the ecosystem 
(Iansitie & Levien, 2004).  
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Although this is another level of competition as the previous one, these two do interact: 
there is often a trade off between gaining more competitiveness in relation to other ecosystems 
and maintaining a position as leader within the ecosystem (Adner, 2017). This is where the “red 
queen effect” arises: on the one hand leaders encourage partners to work together to improve the 
overall competitiveness of the system, and on the other hand try to maintain a dominant 
bargaining power over these other partners (Proven Models, 2016). 
Shared purpose 
The success of leadership is dependent on the willingness of following firms as they agree 
to the terms of the keystone firm (Adner, 2017). This voluntary cooperation also entails that 
successful keystones do not lead from their own perspective alone, but create a shared purpose 
within the ecosystem (Adner, 2017; Moore, 2013). Makinen & Dedehayir (2012) argue that the 
ability to create a shared purpose enhances a keystones position as leader as well as the 
competitiveness of the ecosystem. 
James F. Moore (2013) goes deeper into the essence of this shared purpose strategy. 
According to him, there is shared value when “people choose to work together to realize 
particular ideals and values. Or said another way, when people stop treating their economic life 
as “value free.”” (Moore, 2013, p. 2) What does he mean by this? He explains that our society 
now has shaped an almost value free economic mechanism. Our individual and corporate 
economic decisions are not coordinated by conversation about value and purpose, but by the 
price mechanism and the unmanaged world market.  
He subsequently argues that this is changing, because our global situation has changed. 
This development makes externalities of our economic system, such as the environment, health 
degradation and social unrest, increasingly important. Therefore, the new form of organization 
called ecosystem is centred on achieving shared purposes, creating value and sharing this among 
all partners. (Moore, 2013).   
He takes technology business ecosystems such as Apples and Samsung’s ecosystems as 
examples that are connected by some standards and complementary technology. However, the 
main unifier is their set of values on sharing knowledge and ideas, treating partners fair and 
working creatively on sharing profit and mitigating risk in such ways that benefit all members. 
Eric Raymond, cited by Moore, calls the result of this cooperation “gift economy” which comes 
with a powerful psychology: one in which the learning, work and products are all shared.  
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Moore argues that especially at the beginning of a new ecosystem, the task is to define the 
value that the ecosystem should create for the costumers, so in essence what value proposition 
the innovations of the ecosystem will be built around. At this stage, the organization(s) that 
succeed the best in this value definition and implementation has an advantage within the 
ecosystem, even though this may be short-term only (Moore, 1993).   
The creation of a shared purpose or value is closely connected to the ability to provide a 
platform. Makinen et al (2012) argue that keystones can stimulate the development of a shared 
value by applying shared leadership. Their study suggests that the success of keystones generally 
depends on their ability to create a platform that other partners can use to develop their input.  
In his analysis of the university-business-government collaboration (UXC), Nyman (2015) 
argues that the task is now to create opportunities for academics, who are motivated by scientific 
ethos and culture to work in the UXC context, which differs from the traditional basic research 
environments without sacrificing what is best in the academic ethos and value system. He then 
explains that the UXC platform should stimulate academics to act in line with both the UXC 
requirements and academic values. A successful platform however needs a consensus and shared 
goals of the partners when it comes to adapting to the platform (Nyman, 2015). This would mean 
that a platform enables the keystone to create a shared purpose or value but that the creation of 
such a platform depends on consensus and shared goals. He adds that the idea of the shared value 
production can alter the view that universities always have had on their relationship with 
business organizations (Nyman, 2015).  
Platform leadership 
According to Cusumano and Gawer (2002), successful platforms can feed the emergence 
of ecosystems. When keystones want to create a shared purpose, they need to function as 
platform leaders in their ecosystem, linking various stakeholders to the platform and enabling 
them to create value for this platform. However, creating and shaping a platform that benefits the 
ecosystem as well as the keystone organization is a highly complex issue, especially since it 
consists of a various different elements instead of being a closed system. Nyman (2015) states 
that platforms in consumer businesses “can include social, cultural, and even political elements 
as has been demonstrated by the social media applications corresponding to Facebook, but used 
in China and Russia. Many of the platform elements are intimately connected with the 
ecosystems, and indeed, they can be seen as the necessary sources of ecosystem growth” (p. 4). 
Platforms form the base on which an ecosystem can emerge and grow. Therefore, platform 
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leadership is a substantial aspect of ecosystem leadership.   
 Cusumano and Gawer (2002) mention three basic problems that platform leaders in 
ecosystems face. The first is maintaining compatibility of the platform with its components 
throughout future technological development and changing product strategies of other firms. 
Secondly, letting platforms evolve technologically and at the same time maintaining 
compatibility with past complements. The third problem is maintaining platform leadership 
within the ecosystem. By tackling these problems, the keystone can preserve development of the 
ecosystem and simultaneously gaining the benefits of its investment on attracting and keeping 
complementors as part of the ecosystem (Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012). Cusumano et al. (2002) 
offer some elements, or levers, that platform leaders need to consider in meeting these 
challenges.  
Scope 
The first lever is determining the scope of the company. The decision whether to make 
complements within the company or to leave this to the market may be the most important one 
for a leading firm. Platform leaders and “wannabe’s” must analyse their dependency on 
complements. Subsequently they must decide upon how to increase demand for their platform. 
 Even when a platform leader outsources the production of complements, it can still have 
influence over the design and production. To maintain this influence, the firm should assess the 
incentives and capabilities of these complementors, for example by sending engineers to assist 
the complementors or by strategically sharing knowledge about their own technology and 
platform interfaces. Intel, a strong platform leader, uses a so-called rabbit strategy: enabling a 
targeted complementor with assistance so that other companies notice this. The strategy attracts 
investors and complementors to the platform and also gives the impression that the platform 
leader does not intend to penetrate the complementary market itself (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002).  
Product Technology 
The first lever of Cusumano et al. (2002) consists of two matters: openness and nature of 
interaction, both in relation to the core technology and interface technology. The level of 
openness on the core technology and interfaces underlying the innovation activities is an 
important facet of the platform architecture. Cusumanu et al. argue that seeking new ways to 
innovate involves a trade-off between secrecy and openness. Whereas a firm can hinder 
substitute innovation and protect itself from imitation by competing firms with secrecy, it can 
use more openness about the platforms inner workings to stimulate complementary innovation 
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(Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). Moore (1993) gives an example of IBM as platform leader. While 
the openness of its computer architecture attracted the support of it by third parties, it paved the 
way for imitation by other companies, which decreased the suppliers’ dependence on IBM’s 
leadership.  
Nature of interaction 
The third lever is the nature of interaction and complementary collaboration, which is 
another facet of the platform architecture. It entails the platform and interface design that guides 
the way subsystems within the network cooperate. An important element of this is the level of 
modularity. More modularity can minimize innovation costs and stimulate development of 
specialized organizations. This works best on platforms with more openness, where the platform 
leader discloses how components can link to the platform (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). 
However, as argued before, this has to happen discrete to avoid spying from competing firms.  
External relationships 
The fourth lever, relationships with external parties, entails two core concerns of platform 
leaders: gaining both consensus within and control over the platform. Consensus among the 
complementors on the platform about technical specifications is necessary to make platforms 
compatible with other products. Control is necessary to affect decisions of partner firms about 
how to maintain the compatibility throughout various product generations. Even though this 
essential balance is not simple, a certain level of consensus is required for control, because there 
is only leadership if there are partners willing to follow (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). 
Furthermore, a leading firm does not control the specific decisions of each component, but rather 
over the premises of choice. This is called ecological control, for example on developing 
organizational capabilities that stimulate the production of other companies. In such matters, a 
few key organizations may have to decide for the whole platform. This requires agreement 
among platform partners, or innovation will not happen fast enough (Cusumano & Gawer, 
2002).    
A way to maintain both control and consensus is by means of specific management 
processes. Such processes often consist of competing and collaborating activities while the 
mutual dependency is acknowledged. This, however, cannot be without trust in the platform 
producer, which is not easy to maintain. It is often not obvious which actors are competitors and 
which ones are complementors, as these roles can easily change. Complementing firms 
constantly assess which organizations will win or maintain platform leadership, to decide which 
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platform producers to follow. It is also important that platform leaders function as industry 
enablers, which means that they help the companies connected tot the platform to innovate in 
better ways. At the same time, complementors want to be sure that the platform leader will not 
take over their business (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002). Thus, in order to achieve trust and 
consensus, it is important that a platform leader communicates to (potential) partners that it 
meets all these qualities. Cusumano et al. give some practical guidelines to do this.   
The first one is to protect the core technology, but to share interface technology with 
partners. This grants complementors openness of critical technical information and 
simultaneously assures protection of intellectual property. Another guideline is to build a 
reputation of carelessly invading a complementors’ territory. A platform producer must therefore 
be careful not to overrule business models of its partners. Instead, when pursuing a certain 
agenda, a leading organization could do this in a so-called ‘low-key’ approach, involving 
collaborating companies in the process and allowing their input. Platform leaders can 
furthermore gain credibility by showing that it is acting in behalf of the whole industry. This may 
require sacrificing short-term interest for the common good of the industry, for example by 
making investment in building a strong interface. This is in line with Moore (1993), who argues 
that keystone organizations strengthen their positions by making essential innovations that 
contribute to the performance of the ecosystem as a whole. However, the balancing of control 
and consensus remains tricky and the uncertainty about the nature of the relationships may cause 
tension and conflicts.  
Internal organization 
One way to address this issue is through internal organization, which is also the fifth lever 
of Cusumanu et al. (2002). A challenge for platform leader company is that it often pursues 
conflicting goals and that within the company some groups may focus on competition with 
complementors while other groups in the same company aim for consensus with those same 
complementors. Cusumanu et al. states that it is essential to communicate these different goals to 
the entire organization and to build a process for resolving conflicts. Several technology-based 
platforms have created separate divisions for these different groups with different roles to 
external organizations. Cusumanu et al. refer to this as an internal “Chinese wall” and suggest 
that it gives the platform leaders a more neutral appearance. This relative independence makes it 
more likely that outside companies share confidential information with the groups focussing on 
consensus and cooperation.  
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However, organizational design is not sufficient. To deal with internal conflict, internal 
processes, such as formal and informal gatherings and planning are critical as well. Furthermore, 
platform leaders should build on an organizational culture that stimulates debate and tolerates the 
unavoidable ambiguity (Cusumano & Gawer, 2002).       
Building a joint environment 
When we go back to the UXC context, Neyman (2013) gives some guidelines to support 
the UCX platforms and ecosystem development. Interesting is to note how these guidelines are 
not about short-range motivation to gain money with the platform, but rather about making the 
different logics and cultures compatible with each other. He advises, among other things, to build 
“an economic environment with a fair, ethnically sustainable incentive code for integrating basic 
research and an industry/business-oriented work” (p. 15).  
Another guideline, that offers a more informal way of achieving understanding is to create 
a social platform. He brings up mobility, cross-fertilization and incentive systems as means to 
open up dominating paradigms of the various institutions on the platform. He involves students 
in this merging process as well. He points out the importance of education of the new generation 
of academics with an ethos that balances academic and UXC values.  
Even though the platform should align individuals and institutions with differing 
paradigms, he states that academic values should form the base for these platforms and 
ecosystems and that basic research should form the core.  
 
Network Governance 
The term ecosystem is not the only concept to describe alignment and transactional 
connections between organizations in the production of goods and services. One field of study, 
closely related to the ecosystem approach, is that of network governance. Network governance is 
used in research and practice to describe the sharing or tying together knowledge, resources, 
activities and competencies of three or more organizations in order to achieve a desired outcome 
(Kenis & Provan, 2008). The purpose of implementing public networks at various levels of 
government and policy areas is to enhance coordination between services to increase the 
effectiveness of service delivery and eventually the overall efficiency of the public sector (Molin 
& Masella, 2016).  
Although the two approaches share certain similarities, they have their origins in different 
fields of study. Network governance is developed in the field of public policy and administration 
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and the ecosystem approach in business strategy literature, though they are both useful for both 
fields.  
Kenis et el. (2008) provide a framework to analyse how policy makers and scholars can 
best implement network governance in different situations. Even though not everything is 
directly applicable in the case of ecosystems, a considerable part of the logic behind it is useful 
in analysing them.  
  The assumption forming the base of their framework is that the most suitable form of 
network governance is based on several starting conditions.  Each form of network governance 
corresponds to certain tools to govern the governance of the network, also called meta-
governance tools. Each of these tools has different effects on the outcome that can be tested on 
various criteria, such as democracy or efficiency (Kenis & Provan, 2008). 
This framework differs from the logic of ecosystem, because ecosystems are often more 
emergent phenomena that evolve instead of having a pre-determined network form. The three 
network forms brought forward by Kenis et al. (2008) are the Shared form, the Lead 
Organization form and the Network Administrative Organization form (NAO). In the Shared 
form, the decision-making power is spread among all partners and they define governance 
activities themselves. The participants can govern the network in formal ways, for example by 
official meetings, or by rather informal mechanisms.  
This form of network governance seems to fit most ecosystems, considering their 
characteristics, for example their interdependence, their semi-official way of coordination and 
the changeability of relationships. Makinen et al. (2012) even suggest that shared leadership is 
important for maintaining the alignment of the participants.  If the structure of ecosystems indeed 
resemble the Shared form of Kenis et al. (2008), the starting conditions and the meta-governance 
tools corresponding to this form is useful for our analysis.  
First of all, a shared form of network governance performs better when there is a relatively 
high trust level among participants. Trust refers to the confidence of participants that the others 
will consider interests, which allows them to act in the interest of the others as well. This 
diminishes opportunistic behaviour and enhances mutual understanding, cooperation and 
facilitates mutual flows of information. Because of this, a higher level of trust reduces 
transaction costs (Kenis & Provan, 2008). Since it is with ecosystems often not possible to 
choose for another network form, building on the trust level is important to make the shared 
leadership function.  
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Goal consensus, motivation and joint action also facilitate shared governance. These three 
closely related factors concern the agreement about the goals of the network as well as the 
strategies to achieve them. When the participants’ positions on these issues are aligned, then the 
achievement of networks goals through shared governance is more likely (Kenis & Provan, 
2008).   
The meta-governance tool that Kenis et al. advise for the shared form is “network 
participation,” which is about building trust, increasing cooperation and developing decision-
making processes and shared goals together, with direct involvement of participants of the 
network (Kenis & Provan, 2008).  
 
Conceptual model 
 Based on the theoretical framework, a conceptual model sketches out the interaction 
between leadership and the outcomes of the ecosystem. Platform leadership covers the rather 
concrete features of leadership, the routines and governance structure. The literature suggests 
that they have an effect on certain features of the ecosystem, labelled here as “characteristics of 
the functioning of the ecosystem.” However, the value that the partners in the ecosystems create 
(which is often the reason they start to cooperate in the first place), and the ability of a leader to 
keep the partners committed to this shared purpose, is also perceived to affect this outcome. 
Literature suggests that these two components influence the evolvability of the ecosystem, the 
level of trust, the stability, in the ecosystem, the level of control that the leading organization is 
able to maintain over the other partners, the commitment from partners and the level of 
consensus among the partners.  
These features of the functioning of the ecosystem seem to affect the resilience and 
sustainability of the ecosystem, labelled here as the outcome for the ecosystem. A well 
functioning ecosystem makes it possible for the partners to bundle their resources efficiently and 
to make better use of knowledge. This should accelerate knowledge valorisation, which results in 
innovation. In this way, the outcomes for the ecosystem affect the societal outcome: co-creation 
of innovation. The value that the ecosystem creates is co-creation of innovation, which in turn, 
benefits the regional economy.  
 This research studies the links in this conceptual model to test the nature and strength of 
these interactions. This makes it possible to eventually answer the research question of how 
leadership in an innovation ecosystem can contribute to a better use of public knowledge. 
 29 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 1: Conceptual model of the proposed relationship between leadership and the 
long-term outcome of the ecosystem.   
 30 
3. Research methodology 
To explain the methods used in this study, we should look back on the research question 
once again: “How does leadership contribute to the functioning of organizational ecosystems of 
municipalities and knowledge centres?” This chapter uses the so-called “research union” from 
Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2011) to clarify why the methods and techniques in this study are 
most suited to answer the research question. This union is a visual representation of research 
choices, starting from a broad, general choice: the philosophy that underpins the research, to very 
concrete and detailed choices, such as the data collection approach and how to analyse the data.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: research onion 
Source: Saunders et al. (2011), 
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3.1. Research approach 
The relatively large amount of literature on ecosystems makes a deductive research 
approach to answer the research question possible. Even though there is not much literature 
directly dedicated to leadership in ecosystems, there is literature available on closely connected 
topics, such as platform governance, network governance and the importance of a shared 
purpose, which allows for the suspected interactions presented in the conceptual model. The 
starting point of the research is thus theoretical and the suspected interactions are further tested 
by observations. Furthermore, this study aims to expand the application of the leadership aspect 
of the ecosystem theory from the field of business ecosystems to the field of innovation 
ecosystems. In this sense, the reasoning is from particular to general circumstances. It tests 
whether the logic holds for ecosystems in general instead of only for business ecosystems.  
The research methods best fit to answer the research question are qualitative. Conger 
(1998) argues that the complexity of the phenomenon of leadership makes the role of qualitative 
research important. Context plays a big role in the functioning and development of 
organizational networks such as ecosystems. As discussed in the previous chapter, no ecosystem 
is exactly similar to another. The most suiting approach to leadership in the ecosystem can 
therefore differ per ecosystem. This may be conditional on many factors that cannot be expressed 
in numbers and require a qualitative in-depth analysis instead. Qualitative methods are therefore 
most suited to answer the research question.  
 
3.2. Strategy and research design 
This thesis has a multiple case study design. Because our research question concerns 
present circumstances: how and why certain ways of leadership work in an innovation 
ecosystem. The independent variable here is leadership. The independent variable is the 
functioning of the ecosystem. The functioning of the ecosystem is measured by the three 
concepts of sustainability, resilience and competitiveness. Both the independent and dependent 
variable are not measured by quantitative indicators, but by gaining a deeper understanding of 
their conditions and implications. Answering this question requires a deeper understanding of the 
way leadership works under certain circumstances.  A case study can help to gain this deeper 
understanding because it allows for a detailed and in-depth analysis of real life examples. A case 
study is therefore most appropriate to capture the high complexity of leadership in (innovation) 
ecosystems.  
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Furthermore, according to Yin (1994), selecting multiple cases enhances the robustness of 
the outcomes, because multiple cases serve as a replication of the observed patterns. This is 
logical because it is more likely to draw conclusions from the research if several ecosystems 
show similar results. Because this strategy is most useful for answering the research question, I 
will study three real world cases of innovation ecosystems in the Netherlands.  
This study is explanatory and has a comparative most similar case design. This 
comparative multiple case study is observational and has a small-N design. The cases are most 
similar in the sense that they are comparable ecosystems in the Netherlands. The aim is to keep 
factors other than the explanatory variable (broadly spoken, leadership) constant so the influence 
of leadership on the outcome is more apparent. The relevant populations are ecosystems of 
organizations (municipalities and universities) in the Netherlands. The unit of analysis is 
institutional, because ecosystems are a form of institutions.  
This strategy can be applied in several different research designs. A possible design would 
be to study a very limited number of cases and more interviews per case, for instance a double 
case study with four interviews per case. This may deliver more in-depth results per ecosystem. 
However, the generalizability is lower in this design, because the number of cases is very limited 
and there is less replication of observed patterns. 
Another option would be more cases but fewer interviews, for example six cases and only 
one interview per case. This makes the results more generalizable if there is a replication of the 
observed patterns in the results. However, one interview per ecosystem may not be sufficient to 
get a sufficiently complete picture of the real circumstances, which would harm the validity of 
the research. 
In the choice for the research design takes into account the generalizability, validity as well 
as practical aspects, such as feasibility. Therefore, this study includes three cases of innovation 
ecosystems and two to three interviews per case.  
Of each ecosystem, at least one interview will be conducted with a person from a leading 
organization and at least one with a person from an organization with more following role. In 
most cases, this will be one person from the municipality who is responsible for the contacts 
within the ecosystem and one with a person form a knowledge institute from the same 
ecosystem. This grants a relatively complete picture by exploring the case from two different 
perspectives. Therefore, this research design grants the highest possible generalizability and 
internal validity within the feasibility of this research.  
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3.4. Data collection  
The ecosystems included in this study are: (1) the beginning ecosystem in The Hague, 
supported by the programme “Samen Kennis Maken,” which has two meanings in Dutch: 
Making acquaintance together and making knowledge together, (2) The ecosystem Brainport 
Eindhoven and (3) the ecosystem of Delft and it’s partners. 
Interesting is that these networks are, although comparable in form and goals, in different 
stages of their “life”. While Brainport Eindhoven already established an official name, form and 
goals, the network in The Hague is still in its starting phase. This can lead to insights into how 
the requirements for leadership change, and what remains important throughout all of the stages.  
The Hague 
 “Samen Kennis Maken” is a relatively young initiative in The Hague to stimulate social 
entrepreneurship and partnerships between the municipality and knowledge institutes. The 
network itself does not have a name yet and for the sake of clarity I do refer to this network as 
“The Hague.” It involves several departments of the municipality of The Hague, Leiden 
University (LU), The Hague University of Applied Sciences (Haagse Hogeschool), Hogeschool 
Innholland and has also other partners, such as care institutions and other institutions on district 
level. The municipality and LU also work together with some other partners, such as the 
Rabobank in establishing an incubator to stimulate start-ups with innovative ideas that respond to 
issues in the social domain. Also some private firms are connected to the network as providers of 
new products and innovation ideas. The main goal is to stimulate innovation in the social 
domain. Although it has not formally been referred to as such in any documents, it appeared 
from the interviews that participants informally do refer to it as an ecosystem-like network and 
that they use an ecosystem approach in developing the network further. 
From this network, I have interviewed a senior policy maker at the “Dienst Onderwijs, 
Cultuur en Welzijn” (Service Education, Culture and Well-being, abbreviated by “Dienst OCW) 
from the municipality of The Hague. He is part of the core group organizing activities and 
methods to strengthen the relationships and cooperation between several partners. Another 
interviewee is from this core group as well and represents the Leiden University. He works at the 
institute Public Administration at the Faculty of Governance and Global Affairs, the only faculty 
of Leiden University situated in The Hague. The third respondent was also from the Leiden 
University. This respondent does no longer work at the Leiden University, but was involved in 
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setting up the Leiden University Campus in The Hague, which initiated, or at least strengthened, 
the partnership between the university and the municipality of The Hague.  
 
Brainport Eindhoven 
Brainport Eindhoven may be the most developed ecosystem in the Netherlands. It involves 
southeast Brabant and is a partnership between 21 municipalities, several companies and 
knowledge institutes in the region. It is centred on open innovation on five main subjects: 
energy, agrifood, mobility, safety and health. Partners in this ecosystem established Brainport 
Development as its development agency. Stimulating economic development in the region is the 
sole goal of Brainport Development.  Next Move is an initiative from Brainports main non-profit 
organizations: Brainport Development, the Technical University Eindhoven (TU/e, Summa 
College, BOM, (Brabants regional development agency) and BrightMove. It is a tool to connect 
start-ups and other entrepreneurs with innovative ideas and provide them with advice and 
coaching to accelerate innovation. According to their website, their shared goal is to “connect the 
fragmented supply of entrepreneurial support in the region and to build a community that 
stimulates cross-fertilization and leads to the growth of the number of starters and advancing 
entrepreneurs.” (Next Move, 2017) Their concrete goal is to have a thousand starters and two 
hundred growers by 2020. This ecosystem has a physical location at the “Multimediapaviljoen” 
at the Campus of the Technical University Eindhoven.  
From this network I interviewed two programme directors business from Brainport 
Development. The reason why I interviewed members of the organization Brainport 
Development instead of a municipality member is that Brainport is at the moment the initiative 
taker and keystone in this ecosystem, as I will elaborate further in the following chapter. 
However, Brainport is a public organization and the mayor of the municipality Eindhoven is 
always head of the foundation Brainport, which decides on the strategy and decisions of 
Brainport Development.  
I also interviewed the head business development from the Technical University 
Eindhoven. He is working on the development of the Innovation Lab and is responsible for a 
team of ten people whose sole task it is to make the knowledge that the university generates, 
available to society. This is knowledge valorisation.  
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Delft  
The municipality of Delft and technical university of Delft (TU/d) are cooperating with 
several other municipalities, companies and other partners in their region to develop an 
ecosystem of knowledge economy. Delft is the innovative centre of the ecosystem, but partners 
do organize on regional scale. It is not simple to define the scope of this ecosystem, as partners 
are involved in several partnerships and networks, some on local scale and others on regional 
scale, like the “Metropoolregio,” which includes Rotterdam and The Hague as well. It is a goal 
to make Delft the city of innovation and technology. On the other hand, partners realize that in 
order to compete with a region like London City, it is necessary to organize on regional scale 
too. The municipality, TU/d and TNO (an independent research institute) stimulate start-ups with 
ideas on, for instance, energy, health, industrial innovations and mobility through their incubator 
YES!Delft (Young Entrepreneurial Society Delft).  
 From this ecosystem, I will interview the deputy Mayor of Delft, who has been mayor in 
Delft for 12 years. This respondent is involved in several projects to stimulate the cooperation 
between the city and knowledge institutes. I will also interview an operating staff member from 
the TU Delft in the field of city-university cooperation. This university staff member operates in 
several programmes to stimulate cooperation between the university, municipality and 
businesses. 
Conducting interviews 
The interviews are conducted in person and are semi-structured, which allows for more 
in-depth understanding than a structured interviews with closed questions, but still grants more 
validity than an unstructured interview. Respondents will be asked about several aspects of 
leadership and how these contribute to aspects of the functioning of the ecosystem. After the 
transcripts are made, the responses are analysed and are translated into results. In the analysis I 
take into account what answers were representative for the overall pool of respondents and on 
which areas there are differences in opinions or views. The table 2 provides a concise overview 
of the cases and respondents involved in this research. 
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3.5. Analysis methods 
I make a transcript of each interview. To analyse the results, I make use of a combination 
of enclosed coding and open coding.  
The open coding part in this study is that I create codes while reading the transcripts. 
These codes are for concepts that appear to be relevant for answering the research question. 
These concepts are not necessarily included in the theoretical framework of this study. This is for 
instance when multiple respondents refer to a concept that does not appear in the initial 
conceptual model. In this case, I will group the parts together that refer to such a concept and 
compare the responses to see how this concept might relate to the conceptual model. When a 
concept that does not come back in the literature proves to be relevant for the research question, 
Ecosystem Baseline Value creation Topics  Size core 
group 
Triple 
Helix 
Ratio 
public/private 
partners  
 
Respondents* 
Brainport 
Eindhoven 
Connecting 
initiatives 
Technological 
innovation 
 
 
Energy, 
Health, 
Agrifood, 
Safety, Mobility   
 
14 core 
partners 
Yes 64% public 
36% private 
 
BD (2x),  
TU/e  
Delft Connecting 
initiatives 
 
Technological 
innovation 
 
 
Energy, 
Health, 
Industrial 
innovation, 
Mobility  
 
22 core 
partners 
Yes 55% public 
45% private 
Mun/d,  
TU/d 
The Hague New 
working 
methods in 
facing social 
issues. 
Innovation in 
social domain 
Area’s of 
opportunity:  
Equality,  
Health literacy, 
Action research, 
Elderly care,  
5 core 
partners 
No 100% public Mun/th,  
LU (2x) 
Table 2: overview of cases 
* BD = Brainport Development – regional development agency    TU/e = Technical University Eindhoven    TU/d = Technical University Delft     Sources (apart from interviews): Brainport Development, 2017; Economic Board Zuid-Holland, 2017;   
Mun/d = Municipality of Delft Mun/th = Municipality of The Hague LU =  Leiden University  
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it is a contribution to the literature and may indicate that further research on these concepts is 
valuable.   
During the closed coding part of the analysis, I mark which of the concepts of the 
conceptual model and other relevant aspects from the theoretical framework the respondents 
address and group the parts together that refer to the same concept. I then compare the results per 
case to evaluate which concepts are relevant and what the respondents say about these concepts. 
Concepts that appear to be irrelevant are left out of the revised conceptual model presented in the 
concluding chapter.  
Appendix D provides an overview and a description of the codes used to analyse the 
interviews.  
3.6. Ethics, reliability, generalizability & validity 
 The respondents in this research participate voluntarily and are aware of the goals and 
research process of this study as well as the implications for their participation. They are 
informed about the use of the data they provide during the interview, how the data will be stored 
and to whom the results are accessible. The interviews are audio-recorded and these recordings 
and the transcripts are only accessible to the researcher and the academic staff participating with 
her. Respondents have given their consent by signing a consent form. The study identifies the 
organizations the respondent are working for and their role within their organization, but their 
names are not mentioned in the study. The respondents are ensured of their right to withdraw 
their consent to participate in the research at any time without the need to specify their motives.  
This research includes only network structures in the Netherlands. The outcome may not 
apply to network systems in other countries with, for instance, another institutional environment. 
However, inference to the whole population of university-municipality networks in the 
Netherlands is realistic. Although there is an increasing amount of networks with an ecosystem 
structure in the Netherlands, the study does involve a relatively large share of the universities in 
the Netherlands. This enhances the external validity when it comes to ecosystems in the 
Netherlands involving both universities and municipalities. More interviews could furthermore 
raise the validity of the results. This was however not feasible within the time span of this 
research project.  
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4. Results 
This chapter is a schematic summary of what the respondents told during the interviews. These 
results form the base for the analysis and discussion. Before elaborating on the results per case, 
this chapter provides an overview of the code distribution among the major themes that came 
forward during the interviews. This may indicate the relevance of certain topics concerning 
leadership in ecosystem.  
The results are then per case grouped together in seven parts. Each part addresses another 
relevant aspect of the ecosystem in order to understand the analysis. Each discussion of a case 
starts with a brief explanation of the background of the ecosystem: how the ecosystem emerged, 
and what circumstances or reasons are relevant for its emergence. The second part briefly 
presents what the shared purpose is according to the respondents. The third part discusses the 
“network structures.” This part gives a summarized overview of the most relevant partnerships 
that form the ecosystem. The next part shows what became apparent from the interviews about 
the different roles that partners have in the ecosystem. Some respondents mentioned more types 
of roles or tasks than others and there was no explicit question about which role each partner 
plays. However, during the interviews it became increasingly apparent that these roles are a 
relevant aspect of leadership. Therefore, a summarizing overview on what the respondents 
mentioned on roles is useful for the analysis and discussion. After discussing the different roles, 
a separate part shows what the keystone is according to the respondents. The sixth part, 
“management characteristics” discusses the main elements of the leadership approach and styles 
that keystones use to manage the ecosystem.  
Despite the focus of the research (and interview guide) on leadership on institutional level, 
respondents repeatedly referred to leadership on individual level, not only leadership from 
organizations. Respondents often mentioned leadership functions that individual people fulfil 
and what competences these individuals need to show leadership. Therefore, the seventh part 
elaborates on what function and competences are needed in individual leaders, according to the 
respondents. Each case concludes with a brief summary of its results and the chapter concludes 
with a brief summary of the results including a cross-case comparison on some main points. 
 
4.1. Code distribution 
The following diagram indicates the distribution of codes concerning the major themes. It 
shows how often each major theme came forward during the interviews. The major themes are 
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not parallel with the seven parts in which the results per case are grouped. This is because these 
parts all address aspects of leadership while these major themes in coding also address other 
topics that are relevant for leadership, such as culture. The outcomes for the ecosystem, which 
are the result of the leadership aspects, are also major themes, whereas they are not discussed as 
a separate part in the case-per-case results. In sum, these major themes not only include aspects 
of leadership, but also the major outcomes of leadership and matters that affect leadership.  
 
 
 
 
This diagram shows that the respondents often mentioned culture. Although culture itself is 
not a leadership aspect, it is relevant for leadership in ecosystem, as will come forward in the 
next parts of this chapter. An interesting finding is that, even though ecosystem literature almost 
exclusively focuses on leadership on organizational level and the interview guide was designed 
after this, the respondents very often mentioned leadership on individual level and the skills that 
such individuals need. A note on the code distribution is that when a concept is mentioned less 
often, it does not necessarily mean that it is less relevant. The respondents brought up “shared 
Description network, 23 Shared purpose, 43 
Roles, 191 
Keystone, 23 Leadership structure, 80 
Leadership activities, 151 
Management characteristics, 127 Culture, 123 Enablers , 16 
Competitiveness, 71 
Sustainability, 35 
Resilience, 29 
Individual leadership, 302 
Figure 3: Code distribution - major themes 
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purpose” for example less often than “leadership activities,” but “shared purpose” is a more 
straightforward topic with few subthemes, whereas there is a great range of leadership activities 
and these activities may also need more explanation than the shared purpose of the ecosystem. 
This also applies to leadership structure and management characteristics. Because these themes 
are more complex, it might be more informative to look at the subthemes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When respondents spoke about the leadership structure, they roughly mentioned three 
sub-themes: shared leadership, which includes all the boards, alliances and other partnerships 
within the ecosystem in which several partners make decisions jointly. Some respondents 
explicitly emphasized that leadership is shared. The other sub-theme is “organizational levels.” 
This refers to the structure within the ecosystem when it comes to either hierarchy or levels 
ranging from abstract to concrete execution of the strategy, for example a strategic level, 
programme level and operational level, and how they interact. Triple helix refers to partnerships 
between government, knowledge institutes and businesses.  
When it comes to management characteristics, the respondents often emphasized that it is 
important that leaders involve the other parties in the ecosystem when setting out a strategy or 
Organiza-tional levels, 23 
Triple helix, 24 
Shared leader-ship, 33 
Organi-zing commitment, 13 
Creating consen-sus, 17 
Facilita-ting, 16 Flexibili-ty, 12 
Involving, 27 
Pragma-tism, 3 Roles, 11 
Creating trust , 16 
Fig. 4: Code distribution leadership 
structure 
Fig. 5: Code distribution 
management characteristics 
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making decisions. Furthermore, the characteristics that the respondents used to describe the 
management style that would contribute to the ecosystems success had little to do with 
dominance or control, but more with making it attractive for other parties to cooperate.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
This table shows the activities that, according to the respondents, fall under leadership. It shows 
that the respondents mentioned stimulating interaction between partners most often. This 
involves facilitating meetings or other opportunities to bring partners more in touch with one 
another. Connecting partners has more to do with creating consensus and trust between these 
partners, so that they are more aligned in pursuing the shared purpose. The presentation of results 
per case elaborates more on the manner the respondents addressed the topics.  
  
4.2. Delft 
Background 
From the interviews it became apparent that the ecosystem around Delft is responding to 
the observation that people now not only move on local, but on regional level when it comes to 
Stimulating interaction between partners, 50 
Facilitating start-ups, 27 Gaining political support, 25 
Connecting partners, 21 
Facilitating partners, 20 
Stimulating interaction between organizatio-nal levels, 5 
Ecosystem design, 3 
Fig. 5: Code distribution leadership activities 
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matters such as working, studying, shopping and recreation. So because society moves on 
regional scale, it appeared logical to the respondents for municipalities, universities and 
businesses to organize on a regional scale. This was necessary to cope with the challenges in 
society and to progress as region.  
Shared purpose 
The final purpose of the ecosystem is to support and stimulate a sustainable economy on a 
regional level, which is between Delft, Rotterdam and The Hague. As the respondent from the 
municipality explained: “the main goal is to progress as region. You need to agree upon 
becoming a top region.” The representative from the municipality further compared the 
Metropoolregio to London’s ecosystem to explain partners in this ecosystem can only compete if 
they organize at regional scale.  
Network structures 
Delft Technology Partner is a partnership between the TU Delft and the municipality of 
Delft to create a program in order to encourage businesses to settle and stay in Delft or around 
Delft. A core point is to place Delft to the market as city of innovation and technology. However, 
the representative of the university elaborated that they operate region wide, as Delft benefits 
from the progress of the whole regional ecosystem.   
In this ecosystem, there is a so-called “triple helix structure,” which means that parties 
from the government, knowledge institutes and the business sector are involved in the network. 
The regional economics and investment company Innovation Quarter largely shapes the 
cooperation, which involves municipalities, Economic Affairs (national government), 
Metropoolregio (a partnership of twenty-three municipalities in the region), knowledge institutes 
and businesses.  
The EPZ (Economische Programmaraad Zuidvleugel) also has a triple helix structure. The 
people in this EPZ are already in the board of their own organizations. The current chairman of 
the EPZ is the CEO of Siemens. 
Roles 
Each partner has a different role to play. The primary goals of knowledge institutes are 
education, research and valorisation of knowledge. Especially the purpose of knowledge 
valorisation aligns to the purpose of the whole ecosystem, since this valorisation enhances the 
economy of the region.  The university furthermore aims to bring people and companies together 
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by facilitating events and talks. The university could also, in cooperation with the municipality 
and other partners, set up a hub to stimulate entrepreneurship. 
Aside from its financing and legislative tasks, the municipality has the role to connect, 
facilitate and support. In attracting businesses, the municipality can play its share by increasing 
the attractiveness of the city and region by offering good office spaces, sufficient recreation and 
cultural offer, and by offering good connectivity. The municipality can offer facilities to help 
actors connect, such as the Delft Technology Park or an incubator, such as YES!Delft. 
Furthermore, they help setting the agenda for the higher levels of government, which is essential 
for the competitiveness of the ecosystem.  
Keystone 
While the initiative right now seems to come from the TU Delft when it comes to 
connecting businesses with science and the municipality takes initiative in connecting on a 
regional scale. However, the respondents suggested that the leading role should eventually come 
upon businesses:  
 
“We do take initiative, but we want the businesses to eventually take up leading role.”  
 
This is to prevent the ecosystem from losing its dynamics and becoming an instrument of 
legislators.  
Management characteristics 
From the interviews it appeared that flexibility in the network is the most important, so that 
it can quickly respond to any changes in the environment and needs of the region. This is 
essential for the networks resilience and competitiveness. Elements that both respondents named 
for sustainable relationships are commitment, a shared vision and alignment. A leadership 
structure, management style and competences of the actual leaders must therefore contribute to 
these aspects.  
The respondents emphasized the importance of the companies for the flexibility in the 
organization of the ecosystem. It is therefore important that entrepreneurs attend meetings as 
well and for this sake, conducting these meetings at a time and manner that is inviting for 
entrepreneurs helps the ecosystem from becoming bureaucratic. To keep the entrepreneurship in 
the management, the partners are now setting up an economic board, from which they will try to 
facilitate their partners, while simultaneously being cautious not to lay to much down in rules or 
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agreements. Another concrete way to be flexible, mentioned by one of the respondents, is not 
strictly hold on to the same people for every project, but to select per project the most fitting 
people.  
When asked how to deal with the differences between partners, both respondents answered 
that the most important thing was to just start working together. You do not have to grow 
towards one single way of functioning, as long as the partners understand the differences, which 
requires getting used to each other, each others working methods, environments and interests.  
Instead of having a formal leader and laying leadership down in rules, it is important that 
every partner functions from its own role. To achieve focus without loosing too much flexibility, 
the TU and the municipality of Delft have signed a covenant together, which both respondents 
mentioned. In this covenant, the partners mention their three core areas of cooperation. This is a 
way to add focus to the cooperation, but also to make it more visible to outsiders as well as 
insiders.  This helps in organizing commitment on both sides, which benefits the sustainability of 
the cooperation. This covenant is thus a form of structure which allows the partners to contribute 
from their roles, without the need to become one and without taking over each other’s tasks.  
Leadership on individual level 
When it comes to competences, one of the respondents mentioned two types of leadership: 
one on the content and one on the aspect of organization and connecting actors. These two 
leaders complement each other. When asked about the required competences for the latter type 
of leader, the responses were mainly: having a vision. This leader needs to believe in the 
cooperation and importance of it and needs to take people with him/her in this vision. This 
requires persuasiveness, energy and organizing skills. Both respondents also call this “social 
skills.” This communicative task requires much understanding. Such a person needs to 
understand the issues at hand. This person also needs to understand the different “languages” of 
the various groups of people that you work with. This requires an understanding of the interests 
of these groups. In this sense, the leader is actually more of a connecter and translator between 
several actors.  
In sum 
Both in the management structure of the ecosystem as in the competences of individuals 
shaping the network, flexibility, creating commitment and connecting actors are most important 
elements. These contribute to the resiliency, sustainability and competitiveness of the ecosystem. 
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4.3. Eindhoven 
Background 
Both respondents from this ecosystem explained that the ecosystem in Eindhoven is a 
result of path dependence and changes in the region. Historically, Philips and DAF shaped the 
region. Because these companies were closely connected to their suppliers in the region, the 
companies in the region all became very interconnected. This interconnectedness still 
characterizes this region. Furthermore, when Philips needed schooled employees, they founded 
the technical university of applied sciences, a school especially focussed on Phillips. This school 
is now the Technical University of Eindhoven (TUE). However, when DAF went bankrupt and 
Phillips had to cancel 60.000 jobs, this led to a crisis in the region.  
In response to the crisis, the chairman of the director’s board of the Technical University 
Eindhoven (TUE), the mayor of Eindhoven and the CEO of a building company started 
collaborating on forming a new economic agenda. These three people are respectively from a 
knowledge institute, a municipality and the business sector, which results in a triple helix 
collaboration. This eventually led to the existence of Brainport,  a high-tech region, which has 
last year the official status of main port, next to Amsterdam (airport) and Rotterdam (seaport). 
Since then, the ecosystem has the official name “Brainport Eindhoven.” Brainport Development 
is the regional economic development agency of Brainport Eindhoven. 
Shared purpose 
 The shared purpose of this ecosystem is to generate economic activity and stimulate 
economic development in the region. The partners do this by connecting the initiatives in the 
region and stimulating the emergence of startups.  
 
Network structures 
Instead of competing for innovative ideas, the TUE, BD, Fontys College and the BOM 
(another regional development agency) are since 2012 combined on one valorisation program: 
Brightmove.  Through this program, these institutes combine their resources to finance 
innovative initiatives and help them to grow as a company.  
Later, Brainport created “Next Move,” a tool to connect the entrepreneurial initiatives in 
the region. Partners involved in Next Move are the TUE, BD, Brightmove, Fontys College, 
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Summa College and the BOM. Next Move provides advice to SMEs, who often require the 
services of innovating start-ups. Technological start-ups that need clients and small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) who want to innovate, can be placed on the website, so that Next Move 
can get them in touch with another SME or start-up that can use their services.  
Being a member of the network requires initiative from the startups and SMEs too. The 
respondent from Brainport explained:  
 
“You will possibly get clients from us, depending on what you have to offer. We only want 
one thing in return: if another company comes to you that does not fit in your program, you send 
them to us, so that we can see how we can help this company.”  
 
Though these paths, the partners in this ecosystem aim to connect initiatives in the region 
to accelerate innovation and to stimulate the regional economy.  
Roles 
 When it comes to the role each partner takes up in the ecosystem, it became clear soon 
that BD as development agency functions as intermediator. According to both respondents, it is 
Brainports public task to develop the ecosystem. BD designed Next Move as a tool to connect 
partners. Even though the respondents did not mention the specific concept, Next Move can 
actually be viewed as the platform created by BD to help partners in their development and 
improvement of their performance. In this sense, BD can be considered as platform leader.  
 The main role of the university is, as any university, valorisation of knowledge. The 
knowledge institutes in this ecosystem all provide knowledge to the ecosystem -The TUE on 
scientific level, Fontys on the level of applied sciences (in Dutch: HBO) and Summa on practical 
level (in Dutch: MBO). The respondent from the TU/e indicated the use of including different 
levels of knowledge institutes: Whereas the university is best in developing theory, and 
possesses laboratories, technical devices, infrastructure and, very important, highly educated 
students, the other knowledge institutes are more practically orientated and might be better in 
organizing and giving substance to plans. However, from both conversations, it appeared that the 
TUE together with BD are the main drivers of the ecosystem. One of the respondents even stated 
that the inclusion of Summa and Fontys were more because of political reasons than their direct 
contribution.  
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 The contribution from the municipality that was most highlighted by the respondents was 
money. Brainport exists because of the money that municipalities raise. But another aspect is that 
with this money they also employ people at Brainport to connect people or to lobby towards 
national and international organizations. These people do not only lobby for their own 
organization, but also for other partners in the ecosystem, for example the TUE. A delegation of 
people from BD and the TUE are permanently situated in Brussels, right next to the European 
Commission, to network and lobby.  Municipalities thus support the ecosystem with money, but 
also appoint people to fulfil certain, mostly communicative, tasks.  
 Finally the role of businesses in this ecosystem is to translate ideas into profitable goods 
and services, so that the region experiences better economic development. Their role is also to 
redirect other start-ups and SMEs to Next Move so they might be connected to another company 
and create better innovation. Actually the whole ecosystem is built around stimulating these 
start-ups and SMEs to innovate. Furthermore, the commitment from businesses indicates the 
quality of plans. Businesses are therefore also gatekeepers in the sense that if businesses are not 
responding well to a plan, partners need to reconsider them.  
 Banks and financing institutes are also part of the ecosystem because they can sponsor 
innovation programmes. This happens in a particular manner in this ecosystem. Brainport invites 
several banks and other financing institutes and asks them to discuss all the initiatives that seem 
promising, but can not be financed because of hardships in rules of the bank, or changes in rules. 
Together they exchange ideas on how to solve these problems so that these initiatives can still be 
financed. The respondent BD said about those cases: “We have had forty of those cases and we 
solved thirty five of them” (personal communication, 31-05). Also, even more than other 
businesses, financing institutes, such as banks, function as gatekeepers of plans, because they are 
specialized in evaluating plans on quality and profitability.  
Keystone 
As indicated before, Brainport, as intermediator within the ecosystem, is the main driver of 
the ecosystem and takes up the role as platform leader. Both respondents indicated that BD takes 
up the role as leader. The TUE also plays an important role and is sometimes the initiative taker. 
On top of that, according to both respondents the TUE has a very proactive attitude towards 
valorising knowledge. Nonetheless, BD mostly takes up the role as leader as it is their core 
activity to connect initiatives and to accelerate innovation.  
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Furthermore, the respondent from BD indicated that the businesses should eventually take 
up this role as intermediators:  
 
“My goal is to leave Next Move. I actually want these partners to do it themselves, but that 
is still too far in the future.”  
 
Management characteristics 
To the question what contributes to the sustainability of the relations between parties in the 
ecosystem, the respondents both mentioned a covenant that the parties in the ecosystem have 
signed at the highest organizational level. Prior to signing this document, cooperation starts of 
with casual ties that grow more substantial until the parties are willing to set up and sign a 
strategic document. This covenant is a way of organizing commitment and to bundle the capacity 
of the partners. It involves for example sharing the services of professionals, so that an employee 
from one partner can help out in a project of another partner if it is in the interest of the whole 
ecosystem. 
When asked what was important to maintain competitiveness and resilience, both 
respondents answered that flexibility was the most important element, which means sometimes, 
partners must adjust their strategy or come up with creative ideas to quickly respond to 
opportunities. Leadership therefore should give the possibility to do so.  
Both respondents also emphasized the importance of involving multiple partners in the 
management process. This ecosystem is a triple helix network. The respondent from BD 
explained how the partners from the three different sectors (government, knowledge institutes 
and business) are involved in each organizational level in the network. He used a whiteboard 
while explaining. 
 First, he drew the Brainport as a triangle, with at each angle another sector. He divided 
this triangle in three levels: the top level with people who engage with the strategy and 
communication. They set out the strategy and make long-term plans; plans for over 10 years. The 
second level is the project and programme level. These people translate the strategy into projects 
and programs for a timespan of five to ten years. At the base is the operating level, with people 
who execute the projects and help clients – start-ups and MSEs on short notice, for example by 
bringing them directly in touch with other entrepreneurs. The respondent drew next to each layer 
a small “triple helix triangle” to indicate that at each of these levels there are people from the 
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government, knowledge institutes and businesses are working together. The figure below is a 
representation of what the respondent drew on the whiteboard.  
 
Figure 6: Triple helix structure in Brainports ecosystem.  
 
He argued that the strength of the triple helix lies in the trust it creates between the three 
parties because when two parties have a dispute, the third party can mediate between these two. 
The mediator has to be in the same organizational level of the two other parties because then the 
mediating actor understands the way of operating. Therefore, including all three parties in each 
organizational level helps the partners to overcome possible disputes differences in individual 
interests of the partners.  
Aside from disputes, this way of cooperation is also to give parties more understanding of 
each other and to encourage cross-fertilization. Every partner has its own working methods, but 
that is not necessarily a problem if everyone accepts that from one another. The respondent from 
the TU/e stated:  
 
“When you think about the sustainability of these kind of relations, understanding each 
others situation is extremely important. Otherwise it will clash sometime and you want to 
preserve this “marriage,” because it is a good one”  
 
When I asked the respondent from BD how they can build this understanding, he said, 
“by working together.” Some operating staff members from BD share a physical working space 
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with operating staff of the TU/e on some days for example, all to increase the level of interaction 
among the partners.  
This was all about enhancing communication and alignment between different partners, 
but the respondents, especially the respondent from BD, also emphasized the importance of a 
good cooperation between the different organizational levels. Actors in the ecosystem are now 
focussing on improving this. A strong statement from one respondent was that there is no need 
for a supervisor. Instead, in ideal state, everyone functions from his or her own role, as a strategy 
setter, a project maker or an operator.   
The idea behind is that it is, according to the respondent, important to leave everyone in 
the role that fits the person best, instead of promoting him or her to a higher level when they are 
good in their job. He argued that instead of placing these people “higher up” in the organization, 
you need to “open up” the levels to each other. As he said this, he partly wiped away the lines 
between the three levels. On the whiteboard, the respondent gave each level another colour and 
explained:  
 
“If I am blue, do not try to make me green. Instead, use the strength of each colour”  
 
According to this respondent, the only thing left to do is to ensure that what happens at 
the strategic level, can be translated to other levels. Therefore, the ecosystem needs leaders who 
can function as connecter, someone who understands the “language” of each level and can 
translate the stories of each level to other organizational levels. The respondent referred to such a 
person as a “colour mixer.” When such a situation is created, the respondent argued that there is 
no need for an official supervisor, because then each member takes up its role. The respondent 
from BD explained: 
 
 “You could argue that I am doing this because she is my boss, but that is not true. I 
believe that she, on her level, in her role, has use for this, so I do that for her. And I get benefit 
from that as well. That is mixing”  
 
This would mean that the people from the strategic level need to communicate to the 
people from the project level what they want and they again communicate to the operation level 
what they need to give substance to their projects and programs, and if people from each level 
accept that, there is no need for official supervisors, but for “colour mixers” instead. The figure 
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below depicts how the BD respondents drawing of the ecosystem structure looks after this 
argument.  
 
Figure 7: opening up the lines between organizational levels in the ecosystem.  
   
 
Another element for sustainability is, according to this respondent, creating trust and 
organizing commitment by openness in leadership. This means defining the shared purpose 
clearly and explaining the pro’s and cons to every level of organization. 
 
Leadership on individual level 
The interviews indicated the need for two types of leaders. The respondent form BD stated:  
 
“One purely for substantial matters. Those are the techies at ASML. They need to guide 
the technical operators. Otherwise it does not function well. And another type of leader who 
need to have numerous qualities that have nothing to do with substantial knowledge: interacting 
with people, diminishing resistance, being good at explaining, bringing over a story, that kind of 
stuff”  
 
 This connecting leader can, according to the respondent, even be a student. Important is 
that this person knows how to works in a team with different roles and can translate between 
different parties. The respondent drew another figure, which is depicted below, while he said:  
 52 
 
“Imagine we make this student the leader. And under him we place someone from financial 
management, someone from marketing and communication, and someone from business 
administration and a technology student with an innovative idea. Then we have a team we can 
take off with”. 
  
This “leader” does not necessarily need substantial knowledge of the other members, but 
only needs to make sure everyone works good together and understands each other. The 
respondent continued: “because we always draw it like this, it gets a certain leader connotation. 
As far as I’m concerned, you can also draw it like this.” And the respondent drew the structure 
depicted in the figure below.  
 
 
Figure 8: possible team structure in a project.  
 
 
 
In this alternative representation, the “leader” is more a connector and all this leader does 
is understand the language of each party and translating ideas of each party to the rest of the 
team. The respondent added:  
 
“I think that this will become the new leadership. To connect people, and I think that good 
leaders already do this. In fact it is constantly building bridges”  
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Figure 9: alternative team structure.  
 
 
Another important element for sustainability is by creating trust and organizing 
commitment by creating openness in leadership and defining the shared purpose clearly.   
 When asked what competences and qualities a leader must have, the answers of the 
respondents both indicated that having vision is important. According to the respondents, this 
leader must be open to change and willing to adapt their strategy if necessary. In this sense, a 
leader is more like an entrepreneur who sees an opportunity and takes it, even if there are no 
official procedures yet for facilitating this.  
 A leader must take others with him or her in this vision. This is a matter of 
persuasiveness and connecting people. To connect people and convince them of your vision, it is 
important to define a shared purpose and to translate this purpose clearly to all different groups 
in the network, so that everyone understands the purpose of working together. This is where the 
aspect of “colour mixer” comes into picture. This is important for organising commitment.  
It is further important that the people in the strategy level have “administrative capacity” 
and that they can function in a political environment. According to the respondents, people at 
this level need to know how to network, how to influence politics.  
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In sum 
Bottom line, the respondents mentioned creating trust and organizing commitment as 
important elements to enhance the sustainability of the ties in the ecosystem. Creating openness 
in the leadership, clear definition of purpose and mutual respect and understanding between 
partners contribute to this.  
The respondents both mentioned signalling changes and opportunities in the environment 
and quickly responding to them as necessities for resilience of the ecosystem. Flexibility and 
pragmatism in the leaders and the management construct should enable this as well.   
These elements were also named as being important for the competitiveness of the 
ecosystem. But for the competitiveness, the respondents also mentioned that carrying out the 
importance, successes and opportunities of the ecosystem to the outside world as an essential 
element for success. Therefore, the ecosystem needs leaders who can represent the ecosystem on 
a political level, for example in The Hague and Brussels. Organizing sufficient communicative 
capacity also contributes to the competitiveness.  
 Leadership construct as well as the leaders themselves should therefore enable all these 
things, so that the ecosystem maintains its sustainability, resilience and competitiveness. 
 
 
4.4. The Hague 
Background 
The starting of this ecosystem, in which the municipality of The Hague and the Leiden 
University (LU) are the main parties, is in direct connection to the relatively young campus of 
the LU in The Hague.  According to the respondents of this ecosystem, this new campus is an 
opportunity for the municipality The Hague to become more of a “student city,” which it initially 
was not.  
Over the last years, due to decentralization measures, the municipality has to rely more on 
the self-reliance and participation from citizens.  To stimulate citizen participation, the 
municipality aims to make transitions within its organization. The municipality should organize 
tools to enable citizen participation. This could be accelerated by partnerships with knowledge 
institutes in which they share knowledge and expertise.  
The university on the other hand, aims to gain a certain level of legitimacy as a university 
of Leiden in The Hague. The university is furthermore motivated by the growing awareness that 
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the university should increase its societal relevance. This is reinforced by external incentives, 
such as innovation subsidies, that are available to research and projects that directly involve 
clients, citizens or social organizations.  
Although these partnerships are relatively young, the aim is to grow towards a developed 
ecosystem.  
Shared purpose 
The respondent from the municipality remarked that the shared purpose is not clearly 
defined yet, because the ecosystem is still in its starting phase. The partners do have a common 
idea of the purpose of their network. The respondent from the municipality said that if he could 
formulate it in one sentence, the main purpose would be  
 
“To be a knowledge community to share knowledge and experience in the field of 
innovation in the social domain with as purpose accelerating innovation and to improve the 
connection between experiences from reality as input for new policy.”  
 
The respondent from Leiden University (LU) formulated the shared purpose as:  
 
“To achieve a change in the working process, at the municipality as well as at the 
knowledge institutes with citizen participation as base, starting with substantially social issues.”  
 
In both these definitions, a change in working methods is central and the eventual goal is to 
create and exploit knowledge to solve problems in the social domain.  
Network structures 
The cooperative activities started about a year ago. The respondent from the LU and the 
respondent from the municipality, together with a management team subsequently made an 
“inventory” about the existing cooperative activities between the municipality and knowledge 
institutes. 
To give shape to their cooperation, the partners have set up a task force in February 2017. 
This task force involves one or two representatives from the municipality and all knowledge 
institutes that are interested in cooperating with the municipality. From the municipality, there 
are two departments in the task force: Social Affairs & Employment and the OCW (education, 
culture and wellbeing. In Dutch: “dienst Onderwijs, Cultuur & Welzijn”). This task force focuses 
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on developing new ways of exchanging knowledge in the social domain. In this task force, the 
partners work on ideas of what the next steps are in building the network. In this case, the next 
step is towards building a so-called “knowledge market,” where partners organize capacity and 
commitment from each other for concrete social issues, or “area’s of opportunity.” The partners 
in this task force also aim to develop a mutual “language” to use in approaching issues.  
The respondent from the LU added that private companies are not yet involved and that 
this could happen in the future. However, because the ecosystem is still in its starting phase, the 
partners are still searching for how to go from here. The focus lies now on the municipality and 
knowledge institutes creating knowledge together.  
Roles 
The contribution from the university is offering theory or methods for gaining insight in 
social issues and administrative issues, which contributes to the forming of policy. The 
respondents distinguished two types of scientists. On the one hand scientists who do research in 
social issues and on the other hand scientists who focus on organizational and administrative 
topics. They are also responsible for training students with knowledge and skills that benefit the 
ecosystem. Furthermore, the university plays a facilitating role by organizing and facilitating 
meetings. Physical spaces, such as living labs at the university can be used as location for 
interaction between the different partners, eventually to decrease the gap between them. The new 
ways of creating and sharing knowledge involve a greater role for the university than their 
traditional role. According to the respondents, the municipality and knowledge institutes want to 
develop so called “action research.” This means that the people from (every organizational level 
of) knowledge institutes are involved very early in the problem solving process in social issues. 
They should already be involved in designing the questions and detecting the problems, which 
was earlier the task for the municipality alone.  
The role of the municipality also to facilitate, connect and stimulate the exchange of 
knowledge and expertise, for example in the form of working methods, projects, developing 
processes. It is eventually the municipality that set up the task force. 
Keystone 
When it comes to indicating the keystone in this network, it is important to differentiate 
between the task force in the starting phase and the eventual new ways of working for the 
partners. Especially in this starting phase, the municipality appears to be the keystone in the 
network, for example by setting up a task force. However, the respondent from the LU stated that 
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these partnership should result in a new way of working and that it does not have to be the 
municipality that shapes these new methods. Knowledge institutes can be the drivers in this as 
well.  
Management characteristics 
When I asked what was important for the competitiveness of the ecosystem, the respondent 
from the municipality answered that it is important to continuously evaluate whether the issues 
that the partners work on are still relevant what the added value is in cooperating with each 
other. The respondent from LU answered that continuity is important. Long term projects, can 
enable this continuity, for example promotion projects at the university in connection with the 
municipality. These projects have often a span of four years, in which such a promotion 
candidate can help creating and shaping new ways of working in the network.  
However, according to the LU respondent, it is also important for the resilience of the 
ecosystem to have “short lines,” short projects and short programs, so that when things change, it 
is easier to adjust their approach to problems. However, before the network sets up actual 
projects and programs, it is necessary to work on the cooperation process and to build stronger 
partnerships. This process forms the base for projects.  
The respondent pointed out the buildings of LU in The Hague an important way to grant 
sustainability. However, it is also important for the sustainability to organize commitment and to 
gain trust among the partners. The network therefore needs a management structure and leaders 
that ensures these matters.  
The respondent from the municipality found the term “coordination” not the right word to 
describe the ways of shaping the network: Coordination is a term referring to a lot of control. It 
is not possible to lay down all the commitment in such partnerships in formal agreements. 
Instead, the base for this commitment is trust.  
To build and maintain trust, it is important to overcome differences in language, working 
methods and interests. An essential part in this is to discuss these differences openly, because 
this enables the different organizations to understand each other’s situations better.   
Another aspect of building trust is that partners keep reminding each other of their shared 
purpose and goals in every situation. This reflects in the competences needed in the people who 
take the lead in the ecosystem.  
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Leadership on individual level 
When we look at the level of individual leaders, the LU respondent pointed out that two 
types of leaders are relevant in this network: one to facilitate the process, and one to knows how 
to connect people and has the ability to gain trust. The first type of leader knows how to set out 
and give substance to a project on local level. This person can map out several forms of working 
methods. According to the respondent from the LU, this could be someone from the university or 
a civil servant who is specialized in this. The other leader should be able to appeal to the citizens 
and to connect people. The respondent rom the LU calls such a leader a “local champion.” This 
person could, according to the LU respondent, be anyone, as long as it is a familiar face in the 
neighbourhood. Important is that such a person can speak the “language” of different groups of 
people. This person needs to be able to translate the goals to different levels of governance and 
to reach out to different groups of actors, different groups in society.  
In sum 
Alas, the interviews made it clear that, in order to maintain sustainable partnerships, 
organizing commitment and building trust is essential, and that leadership does not have to do as 
much with control, but rather with understanding each other as equal partners and finding 
synergy in common goals and interests and emphasizing the shared purpose.  
For resilience it is also important to have short projects and short-term commitments 
because this enables the network to respond quickly to changes. These projects, however, are 
based on long-term cooperative processes, which the network is now developing.  
 It is furthermore essential for the competitiveness of the ecosystem that the focus is 
always on relevant issues. Another important element is continuity. Long-term research projects 
give the partnerships this continuity.  
 In these ways, the management structure and the competences of leaders can contribute to 
the eventual functioning of the ecosystem.  
 
Comparison 
These three cases match Valkokari’s (2015) description of the innovation ecosystem. Each ecosystem is centred on co-creation of innovation. In the cases of Brainport and Delft the focus lies on technological innovation and in the case of The Hague on innovation in the social domain through social entrepreneurship.  
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In all three cases, this was in response to a changing environment, which moved the actors to bundle their forces through partnerships and new working methods with the focus on cooperation. Through the interviews it became evident that all three ecosystems are in different phases of development.  Of the three ecosystems, Brainport is the most advanced. This ecosystem already officially gained the status of main port in the Netherlands, aside from Schiphol and Europort of Rotterdam. Delft did not yet develop its ecosystem as completely as Brainport, but is making clear progress in shaping its ecosystem by means of partnerships and programs, such as Delft Technology Partner and their involvement in Innovation Quarter, as well as defining the concept of an ecosystem that the actors use.  However, in this case it is more complicated to define the scope of the ecosystem as it is on the one hand focussed on Delft as city of innovation and technology and, on the other hand, on the development of the entire region, the Metropoolregio. Therefore, defining the scope of the ecosystem is more complex than in the cases of Brainport and The Hague.  The Hague is still the most underdeveloped ecosystem of the three as it is still in its starters phase. The partnerships and the initiatives to change working methods of the partners are still very young, as they started only about two years ago, around 2015. The businesses are also still missing in the partnerships. The municipality and Leiden University now mostly shape the ecosystem. Another difference is that the focus in this ecosystem does not lie on technology, but on innovation in the social domain. Moreover, the faculty of Leiden in The Hague has no beta sciences. Therefore, it is the question if and how private businesses will play a substantial role in this ecosystem. It is still too early to make predictions about this.  In all three cases it became evident that roles of the different organizations is a substantial element of leadership in these ecosystems. However, all respondents emphasized the importance of competences of individual actors in these organizations as well. The interviews thus strongly suggested that leadership consists of two components. On the one hand leadership from organizations, in the form of roles and keystones, and on the other hand leadership from individual actors with leadership competences. Because this latter level of leadership is not yet covered much in the literature on ecosystems, it is not a part of the conceptual model sketched out the end of chapter two. The analysis will therefore not only follow the conceptual model, but will also add concepts to it. 
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5. Analysis  
This chapter is an analysis of the results based on the conceptual model. It offers a 
comparison across the three cases per concept. However, because the conceptual model starts 
with leadership from a keystone organization, it is important to first to make the cross-case 
comparison on which organization takes up this keystone role. The analysis therefore starts with 
an analysis of roles that different partners take up in the ecosystem. After that the analysis will 
focus on comparing how keystone organizations express or should express leadership and how 
this relates to the concepts in the conceptual model. After that, it analyses how these ways of 
exerting leadership influence necessary factors for a well functioning ecosystem. Subsequently, 
it analyses how these factors influence the outcome for the ecosystem in the terms of 
competitiveness, resilience and sustainability.  Finally, the societal outcomes of leadership in 
ecosystems will be discussed. In this part, it will be discussed what the ecosystems will influence 
their environment if the ecosystem functions efficiently. Each step in this analysis may also 
include concepts that were emphasized in the interviews, but are not included in the initial 
conceptual model. These concepts form an addition to the initial model and to the theory in 
general. 
The analysis offers a cross-case comparison of the results from the three cases and 
follows the structure of the conceptual model. The tables below provide an overview of the main 
results per case. The tables show what respondents mentioned during the interviews about these 
concepts.  
 Brainport Delft The Hague 
Platform leader(s) Leader(s): Brainport 
Development (BD). 
Leader(s): Municipality, 
TU/d. 
Leader(s): Municipality, 
LU. 
 
Platform components Next Move (platform), 
valorisation programme, 
incubators, accelerators, 
hub. 
Delft Technology Park, 
incubator, economic board. 
Task force, incubator. 
In the future: knowledge 
market. 
Scope - - -  
Table 3: Concepts of leadership and how they are visible: cross-case comparison 
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 Brainport Delft The Hague 
Evolvability Involving businesses 
 
Revising strategy. 
 
Entrepreneurship, creativity 
and flexibility from university  
 
Involving businesses Æ 
prevents from becoming 
“too bureaucratic.” 
 
 
Repeatedly evaluating 
relevance of issues.   
 
 
 
Product technology - - - 
External relationships Intention to transfer 
intermediating role to 
entrepreneurs. 
 
Focus on attracting 
(potential) partners to 
cooperate. 
 
Covenant: yes 
Intention to transfer 
keystone role to 
entrepreneurs/stakeholders. 
 
Focus on attracting 
(potential) partners to 
cooperate.  
 
Covenant: yes 
Equal partnerships, no 
intention to maintain 
control.  
 
Focus on  Focus on 
attracting (potential) 
partners to cooperate.  
 
Covenant: no 
 
Internal organization 
processes 
Establishment of BD as 
development agency.  
 
TU/e: internal processes 
to stimulate flexible and 
responsive working 
methods and mind-set.   
 
 Municipality: internal 
processes. 
Æ Creating awareness 
internally for importance 
of partnerships. 
Municipality: internal 
sessions. 
Æ Finding synergy 
across units 
Æ Base for joint 
sessions with other 
parties.  
Importance of shared 
purpose 
Important for overcoming 
differences in interests 
and working methods, 
commitment from 
partners and actors within 
organization, political 
support. 
 
Important for overcoming 
differences in interests and 
working methods, create 
commitment.  
 
 
 
 
Important for creating 
commitment & trust. 
 
 
 
 
Table 4: How to achieve values that characterize a successful ecosystem: cross-
case comparison. 
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Trust Communicating benefits of 
cooperating. 
 
Increasing interaction. 
 
Triple helix structure creates 
trust. 
 
Showing efforts in behalf of 
the entire platform. 
 
Explaining importance of 
partnerships. 
 
Equality in partnerships. 
 
 
Communicating benefits 
of cooperating. 
 
Increasing interaction. 
Stability Triple Helix structure. People with vision to 
overcome conflicts.  
Building processes: 
meetings, brainstorm 
sessions, knowledge 
market.  
 
Long-term projects 
 
Control - - - 
Commitment Covenant: message of 
commitment.  
 
Communicating transactions 
and benefits.  
Covenant: focus & visibility 
 
Individual leadership: 
people with vision. 
 
Equal partnerships. 
 
Communicating benefits 
Æ Clear platform design. 
 
Consensus Covenant: visibility of 
commitment 
 
Triple Helix structure 
stimulates consensus.  
 
Communicating transactions 
and benefits.  
Covenant: focus & visibility 
of commitment. 
 
Individual leadership: 
people with vision. 
Listening to different 
interests & finding 
synergy  
 
Communicating benefits 
Æ Clear platform design. 
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 Brainport Delft The Hague 
Competitiveness Defining shared purpose. 
 
Commitment at highest 
level of governance. 
 
Critical on strategy.  
 
Political support. 
 
International orientation. 
 
Settlement factors of region. 
 
Knowledge & skills  
Æ students/university.  
 
Involving businesses. 
 
International orientation.  
 
 
 
- 
Resilience Pragmatism 
  
Critical on strategy 
 
Open to change 
Not bureaucratic  
Æ Involving businesses  
Short-term projects.  
 
Critical Æ evaluating 
topics on relevance. 
 
Revising sub-goals.   
Sustainability Mutual respect for roles. 
 
Understanding for each 
others differences. 
 
 Political support 
Mutual respect for roles. 
 
Understanding for 
differences.  
 
Political support 
 
 
 
Mutual respect for roles. 
 
Understanding for 
differences.  
 
Political support. 
 
University buildings in 
The Hague.  
 
 
 
 
Table 5: outcomes for the ecosystem: cross-case comparison 
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 Brainport Delft The Hague 
Creation of value Generate economic 
activity & stimulate 
economic development 
in the region. 
Becoming a top region, 
sustainable economy. 
Knowledge community 
Æ accelerating 
innovation & improving 
policy. 
Co-creation of 
innovation 
More and faster 
innovation in fields of 
energy, health, 
agrifood, safety & 
mobility by connecting 
initiatives.  
More and faster innovation in 
fields of energy, health, 
industrial innovations & 
mobility 
Innovation in social 
domain.  
Transition in working 
methods Æ action 
research.  
Social entrepreneurship. 
 
Roles  
 Ecosystem literature mostly focuses on leadership exerted by one or few dominant firms 
who set the terms and course of the ecosystem. However, from the interviews it became apparent 
leadership is more expressed in the roles for different organizations in the ecosystem. Leadership 
can come in many different ways and partners can exert leadership differently within each role. 
The interviews suggested that when every partner takes up its role, there is no need for one 
organization or institute to decide what happens and how it happens.  
  
Municipality 
Aside supporting the ecosystem from its classic role as legislator, the municipality’s role 
is mainly to connect, facilitate and support the ecosystem. Ways of doing this is by offering 
spaces where entrepreneurs and other partners can find each other, for example incubators or a 
technology park as in Delft. Especially in the earlier phases, the municipality takes up the task of 
planning and facilitating events and meetings to brainstorm together with other partners and 
Table 6: societal outcome: cross-case comparison 
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entrepreneurs on the further development of the ecosystem or to simply get more acquainted 
with other partners and entrepreneurs in the ecosystem. As shown in the case of The Hague, this 
role of connector and facilitator also involves developing working methods, processes and 
projects to stimulate the exchange of expertise and resources. We see that the municipality 
currently has a key role in each of the three ecosystems, mainly because of its prominent role in 
connecting the partners and forming the platform. 
 Another facet of the municipality’s role is to attract businesses by investing in settlement 
factors of the city that attract (international) businesses. This is especially important, because in 
each of the cases, it was not the aim of the municipalities to maintain its position as initiative 
taker and course-setter. The aim is to transfer this role to entrepreneurs. It is therefore essential to 
stimulate entrepreneurship in the ecosystem. Once entrepreneurs take on this role and build up 
their community together, the municipality may loose the role of platform former, but remains an 
important advisor. An important value of the municipality is that it has insight in the societal 
needs within the city and even the region. This is especially important in The Hague, where the 
ecosystem focuses on the social domain. Part of this is stimulating social entrepreneurship. The 
partners guide start-ups that respond to a social need. The knowledge of the municipality on 
what social needs there are is a valuable contribution to the functioning of the ecosystem.  
Finally, the municipality also supports as financer. However, the municipality should not 
be the main financer. The ecosystem should not become a government tool or too bureaucratic. 
However, with its money, the municipality can employ skilled people, for example to help with 
projects, or to lobby at higher political institutes. These are the ways in which the municipality 
exerts leadership within its role as municipality.  
 
Knowledge institutes 
The goal of knowledge institutes is valorisation of knowledge. This is per definition 
connected to the baseline of innovation ecosystems, which is, according to Valkokari (2015) co-
creation of innovation. Innovation ecosystems therefore evolve around exploitation of 
knowledge, which makes the knowledge institutes a valuable partner. Knowledge institutes can 
valorise knowledge in various areas of expertise. Technical universities are obviously focused on 
valorisation of research in the field of technology, but a university such as the Erasmus 
University of Rotterdam does more research on organizational topics and may offer models that 
can be used for the ecosystem. Institute of Public Administration from Leiden University has 
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knowledge on political and administrative matters, which is valuable for addressing societal 
issues. Universities can therefore offer valuable knowledge on a number of expertise areas. 
Research is an important task for academic universities that other knowledge institutes, such as 
universities of applied sciences or vocational schools do not have. This makes academic 
knowledge institutes more influential players than other knowledge institutes. The benefit of the 
other knowledge institutes is that they are more practical, for instance, when it comes to 
organizing matters within the ecosystem.  
Another important role for universities is training students. This is essential for attracting 
businesses, because, according to the respondents, the main attractors for these businesses are 
knowledge and skills. The concept of “action research” in The Hague is a way to train students 
in connecting their knowledge and skills to real-world problems.   
Like the municipality, knowledge institutes can be initiative takers in facilitating 
interaction between the partners and stimulating entrepreneurship. Universities can facilitate 
meetings and events with partners, for instance to discuss the course they set together. 
Universities can play a leading role in facilitating incubators and hubs. Leiden University for 
example facilitates “Changemakers Lab,” an incubator for start-ups with ideas that respond to a 
social need. A university can also take the lead in establishing hubs. Hubs are critical in creating 
a community in which entrepreneurs take the lead. These hubs are connection points in the 
ecosystem from which entrepreneurial leadership may largely be exerted. In at least two of the 
cases (The Hague and Delft) this lies – potentially – still in the future. Anyhow the role of 
knowledge valorisation and facilitator of interaction makes the universities, together with 
municipalities a main driver, at least in the early phases of the ecosystem.  
 
Businesses 
 In the cases of Delft and Brainport, businesses play a particularly important role, because 
they are be the main source of technological innovation and therefore essential for the growth in 
the region. They also indicate where the demand in the region lies. It is therefore critical to 
involve businesses in developing the strategy and projects of the ecosystem. Commitment from 
businesses indicates the relevance and profitability of the ideas. When businesses refuse to 
invest, it is best to adapt the plans or focus on other plans instead of letting the municipality or 
other non-profit institutes invest in it. Influential (international) companies furthermore play an 
important role in the triple helix structure of the ecosystem. They balance out the relationship 
 67 
between municipalities and knowledge institutes, and are involved in setting the strategy for the 
whole ecosystem. Furthermore, the leadership role of successful entrepreneurs is to set an 
example for other (aspiring) entrepreneurs and to coach them in their way to success. They 
attract other entrepreneurs, from international businesses to start-ups. However, aim in these 
cases is to expand the role for businesses in the ecosystem to that of connector. They should be 
the ones that form the platform eventually. As mentioned before, a way through which 
entrepreneurs can build and develop a platform is by means of hubs, from where they can 
facilitate and connect partners. In The Hague, businesses play a remarkably small role, but this 
ecosystem is still in its birth phase. Also, the knowledge institutes in The Hague are not 
technically orientated. The ecosystem instead focuses on innovation in the social domain. This 
makes the role of the municipality so important. However, social entrepreneurs play an important 
role in fulfilling needs from the social domain and successful social entrepreneurs have an 
important role as example for others and making the ecosystem attractive for other parties to 
join. In each of the cases, businesses have a critical role in preventing the ecosystem in becoming 
too bureaucratic. They ensure evolvability and relevance of the ecosystem.   
   
Financing institutes  
 Even though partners from each role can invest in the ecosystem and its projects, 
financing institutes, such as banks, are critical for the viability of the plans and programmes of 
the ecosystem. Not only because they offer a great share of the resources, but also because they 
act as gatekeepers for plans. Financing institutes are specialized in evaluating the viability and 
profitability of plans and therefore often important indicators of the quality of plans. Sometimes 
a plan is not likely to be successful, but sometimes, actors only need to adjust to make it more 
responding to the demands of the environment. In this sense, financing institutes, even more than 
businesses, take up the role of gatekeepers.    
 
Citizens 
The respondents from each ecosystem mentioned that they should also involve citizens in the 
process of designing a strategy and projects. Although they do not seem to fulfil any role with 
regard to governance of the ecosystem, the coordination between partners, they do have a role in 
indicating where the social needs are. It is especially helpful for municipalities to work more 
closely with citizens, so that they have a better idea on what projects and programmes to 
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develop. Partners in the ecosystem can also appoint citizens with the relevant skills to form a 
bridge between citizens and the actors developing the programmes and projects. These skilled 
persons are “local champions” who know how to win people for plans and make the policy 
process go smoother.    
 
This pictures the shared leadership in the ecosystems in the sense that each partner has a 
role and partnerships are mostly equal. However, in the starting phase, respondents indicated 
municipalities, universities - and in the case of Brainport, Brainport Development - as leader or 
keystone, because of their initiating role in forming the platform and setting up processes to 
work connected with one another. This role may in later phases be passed on to businesses and 
innovators. An important step to realise this is establishing hubs from where entrepreneurs may 
exert such leadership.  
 
Leadership  
Platform governance 
Neyman (2015) suggests that successful platforms form the base of emergence of 
ecosystems. The concept of leadership in the conceptual model is therefore largely centred on 
building and managing the platform that connects the partners in the (future) ecosystem. 
Although the term “platform” was barely used by the respondents, the interviews do indicate that 
leadership involves the creation and development of a platform, conform the definition of a 
platform of Baldwin & Woodard (2008): “a set of stable components that supports variety and 
evolvability in a system by constraining the linkages among the other components.”  
In each case, the entity with the role as keystone takes initiative in building a platform 
that partners use to combine their input to create more value. In Brainport Eindhoven, this 
platform builder is Brainport Development with Next Move as its tool. Although Delft and The 
Hague do not have such a far developed platform, the leadership activities of the key players in 
these ecosystems consist for a great part of building a platform, with Delft Technology Park and 
the incubator YES!Delft as important components of Delfts platform. The Hague is developing a 
“knowledge market, which may become a platform in the future. The incubator “Changemakers 
lab” is furthermore an important platform component to stimulate social entrepreneurship.  
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Scope 
According to Neyman (2015) the five levers of platform leadership offered by Cusumano 
et al. (2002), are applicable to networks of universities, municipalities and businesses. However, 
the answers of the respondents did not relate much to the first two levers. This makes sense, 
because innovation ecosystems, unlike product ecosystems, are not focussed around the 
development of one product or one set of (compatible) products, but rather on stimulating 
innovation in general and connecting ideas and initiatives. The first lever, “scope,” for example, 
is about how much of the production a platform leader takes on and what parts to leave to the 
markets. In these cases however, the keystones, such as the municipalities or Brainport 
Development, are often not producers of technology and innovation themselves, but rather link 
innovators to each other.  
 
Product technology 
Cusumano et al (2002) discuss openness and platform architecture as the two facets of 
product technology. Openness in this sense is about openness of the interface technology and 
core technology. The ecosystems in this study are however not centred on a core technology and 
their platform does not have a certain interface technology like in the case of ecosystems that are 
centred on one technological product and its complements. This probably explains why openness 
and platform technology were not mentioned during the interviews. Protecting information to 
prevent imitation did not seem an issue in the first place, perhaps because the platform is in these 
cases not centred on a core technology that needs to be protected. In these cases the keystones 
core task is rather connecting and not developing technology itself and often does not even 
possess specific technological knowledge to disclose.  
Respondents did use the word “openness,” but they did not use it in reference to the core 
technology or interface technology. When respondents mentioned “openness,” this was mostly 
about the design of the platform. Mapping out which groups of actors there are and what the 
transactions with each of these groups will be. Openness on these matters is important for 
gaining trust and attracting social entrepreneurs, financers and other potential partners. This has 
however very little to do with product technology. 
Cusumano et al. furthermore address the level of modularity as part of the platform 
architecture. This refers to the level of independence the subsystems have in designing their 
technology that links to the technology of the platform partners. None of the respondents 
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mentioned this concept explicitly. Brainport does advise this strategy to various innovating 
businesses linked to the platform. Brainport advises SME’s in their ecosystem to let innovation 
develop in separate start-ups, rather than within their company. According to the respondent 
from Brainport, this accelerates innovation, because this way, the innovators are not yet held 
back by a large set of rules and processes built in the main company and can focus on innovation 
separately until the innovation is ready to be brought into the mother company. However, there 
does not seem to be any sign of modularity in the keystone itself, Brainport Development, which 
makes sense, because Brainport Development does not create innovation itself, but solely 
connects innovating entrepreneurs.  
External relationships 
Cusumano et al’s fourth lever of platform governance is external relationships. This is 
element involves two objectives: maintaining both control and consensus. In each of the cases, 
the respondents however declared that leadership in ecosystems does not refer to maintaining 
control. Cusumano et al. describe control as exerting influence on the decisions of partners that 
have effect on how compatible everything remains through product generations. The problem 
with exerting too much influence is however, that it may decrease the commitment and creativity 
of other partners. This limits the healthy dynamics and growth in the ecosystem.  
 
In each of the cases, maintaining control does not appear to be the challenge for 
keystones, as they aim to transfer this role onto entrepreneurs and other stakeholders. A 
requirement to achieve this is the establishment of hubs, from which partners - especially 
entrepreneurs - can take initiative in forming the platform. In the case of The Hague, this may 
turn out differently, because the ecosystem is build around innovation in the social domain. This 
per definition implies an influential role for the municipality because it is one of its public tasks. 
However, even in this case, the municipality does not intend to maintain a dominant position 
among its partners. The respondent from the municipality states: 
 
“If one party strongly imposes its opinion on which is important and how to do things, then the 
others may say, “that is what you want, but I have to discuss with my supervisor whether or not 
that works for us.” That happens automatically and thereby you push someone in a more passive 
role.” He later added: “It often helps when we (municipality) take the initiatives, but after that it 
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is important to work towards an equal partnership, because otherwise others may easily lean 
back.” 
 
 The aim is to let start-ups and other entrepreneurs form a community themselves, possibly by 
means of a hub, so that the municipality is no longer the (only) former of this platform. The 
focus thus does not lie on maintaining control in any of the cases.   
Instead they focus on developing processes that strengthen the partnerships and ensure 
consensus, commitment, trust and stability among partners. This starts at the beginning with 
meetings and activities to get acquainted. Important in this phase is making the design of the 
network, the groups of actors and the transactions with each of these, so that the keystone can 
communicate these to (potential) partners. These processes can result in eventually getting the 
partners to sign a mutual covenant in which they agree on shared goals and the strategy to 
achieve them. This is a manifestation of trust and commitment and gives focus and visibility to 
the shared purpose. The Hague is the only case that has not made such covenant yet, but this 
ecosystem is still in its early birth phase. Furthermore, building trust is a continuing process that 
partners need to keep working on after signing a covenant. Furthermore, aside from the 
covenants, it is best for the evolvability of the ecosystems not to become bureaucratic and to lay 
everything down in agreements, but to maintain a high amount of flexibility, so that partners in 
the ecosystem can be more responsive to opportunities and changes in the environment. This also 
attracts entrepreneurs, which is something critical for the ecosystems, at least for Delft and 
Brainport Eindhoven.   
  
Internal organization 
The fourth lever of Cusumano et al. is internal organization. The main challenge for 
platform leaders is according to Cusumano et al. that some parts of the keystone compete with 
complementors while other parts of the keystone cooperate with the same complementors. 
Internal organization in this sense involves organizational design and internal processes to help 
the keystone organization deal with this co-opetition. Internal processes are for instance off-site 
meetings or formal planning. There need to be executives who can mediate when units are in 
conflict on a subject. However, as mentioned before, the focus in these ecosystems does not lie 
on competition but heavily on cooperation. Potential conflicts rise when parties do not agree on 
how to cooperate and is not does not refer to competition in the sense of market competition, as 
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it is in the case of product ecosystems. This may become relevant once entrepreneurs take up the 
lead, but is not of much relevance to the current keystones. However, the respondents indicated 
the importance of changes within their organization to become more compatible to the ecosystem 
way of functioning.  
 
 
We see thus that in each case, internal processes are important for the keystones 
functioning in the ecosystem. However, these processes are not focussed on helping the 
keystones deal with competition from its partners. The respondent from the municipality of The 
Hague stated: 
 
“I think in time you will find from experiences from the new ways of developing 
knowledge on societal development and creating solutions that work in practice, that you can 
only achieve this when you succeed in making a change within your own organization and say: 
“In 5 years we might not work anymore according to this organizational structure where I am 
the supervisor and you are in my department and we do things as we do,” but that we also dare 
to make transitions within our organizations.” 
 
They are far more focussed on creating awareness within the organizations that working 
in ecosystems is the future and that this requires new, more flexible and open ways of working 
within the organizations. Leading organizations furthermore need have the flexibility to respond 
quickly to opportunities. This means a more entrepreneurial mind-set from institutes that are not 
used to this, such as universities or municipalities. The municipalities adapt their working 
methods to the ecosystem approach, but internal sessions and meetings in which people within 
the municipality communicate establish internal consensus and commitment precedes this. The 
establishment of Brainport Development might be the most explicit example of organizational 
design, because it is the result of the effort of partners – the municipality, knowledge institutes 
and businesses – on organizational design in order to facilitate the external relationships. The 
whole internal structure of Brainport Development is focused on communication between the 
partners and stakeholders. The department responsible for communication is substantially larger 
than in most organizations.  
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Shared purpose 
The literature indicates that defining a shared purpose is an essential element of 
leadership in ecosystem. Keystones build platforms around such a shared purpose. Once 
established, through a platform, key partners can further specify this shared purpose and to 
communicate it to all partners. The answers from the respondents emphasized the importance of 
a shared purpose. Such a shared purpose can be expressed in several smaller or short-term goals 
that partners set together.  The respondent from the TU/d stated: 
 
“That makes commitment from partners in such a partnership important.  You cannot lay all that 
down in formal agreements. It is based on a great deal of trust, and that is something you will 
have to keep working on. People need to keep reminding each other why we do this and whether 
we still share the same visions and assessing what situation we are now in. Repeatedly focusing 
on adjusting shared goals and why we do this is necessary, I think.”  
 
 
 
In each of the cases, partners start the establishment of their ecosystem by defining a 
shared purpose and by making sub-goals to achieve this shared purpose together. This is 
important to overcome differences between the partners and creates trust and commitment from 
the partners. It moves partners to act beyond their own direct interest, which makes the 
ecosystem as a whole more attractive to entrepreneurs. The respondent from Brainport 
Development also stated that it is not only important to communicate the shared purpose to all 
partners, but also to each organizational level. It is the aim of a “translator” to make all levels 
understand and support the shared purpose. This is where leadership on individual level is 
relevant, which we will in the next part.  Furthermore, defining and communicating a shared 
purpose is critical for gaining political support. This increases the ecosystems competitiveness. 
We see in each case that the organization that takes the initiative in defining the shared purpose 
is also the keystone in this phase. Brainport Development is the most outstanding example. 
Important about a shared purpose is that it needs to correspond to the increasingly 
changing world. Even though it is important to hold on to the shared purpose, it is necessary to 
keep re-evaluating the sub-goals on their relevance and set new sub-goals if needed. This enables 
the ecosystem to evolve and to respond quickly to changes in the environment. Signing a 
covenant with the main players is an important step in defining and communicating the shared 
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purpose. It is a sign of consensus and, as indicated before, it gives focus and visibility to the 
shared purpose, which creates trust and commitment from the partners.  
 
Individual competences 
We discussed now how platform governance and a shared purpose help keystones in forming 
and managing their ecosystem. This, however, all concerns leadership on the institutional level. 
Leadership exerted by organizations. The literature however, focuses little on leadership on 
individual level: what the function is of individual leaders and what competences such leaders 
need. As suggested earlier, the interviews proved this to be an important element of leadership as 
well as all respondents drew focus to this. The ideas of the respondents on the function and 
competences of such leaders largely matched as well.  
In each of the ecosystem, respondents mentioned that their ecosystem needs two types of 
leaders standing next to each other: one with much substantial expertise and one leader who 
connects different groups in the ecosystem.  
The respondents of The Hague had a somewhat different idea of “substantial knowledge” 
than the respondents from Delft and Brainport. In The Hague, “substantial knowledge” mainly 
referred to practical knowledge on working methods. Someone who can give substance to a 
different way of working that includes all partners early in the process. These kind of leaders 
may be someone from the university or a civil servant who is specialized in this. In Delft and 
Brainport, “substantial knowledge” referred to technological expertise; someone to guide 
technicians. These leaders can be from a technical company, such as ASML or Siemens.  
Although people who give substantial guidance are important, each ecosystem also has 
the need for another type of leader. This leader functions as connector of different groups in the 
ecosystem. In which organization the respondents think this type of leader can be found, differs 
per case. The main issue with this is that each organizational level needs connectors. On a 
strategic level, such a connector can be the mayor, but on operational level, someone who is used 
to working in projects can fulfil this role of connector. This can even be a student who is used to 
working in projects. The respondent from the LU said that the ecosystem needs a “local 
champion,” someone who can come from any organization or can even be a citizen. Important is 
that such a “local champion” is someone who is familiar with the local people and knows how to 
reach citizens as well as several levels of management in the neighbourhood. This is different 
from the other two cases, because the problems that the ecosystem addresses in this case are 
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social issues, whereas the other two cases focus on innovative technological challenges. Projects 
are therefore different, but nonetheless, each ecosystem needs people who take the lead in 
connecting people during projects.  
The most prevailing characteristic is that this leader should have a vision. This vision 
should be about being flexible in order to take opportunities and respond to changes in the 
environment. This leader should also be able to take others with him or her in this vision. This 
requires a set of competences, such as persuasiveness, being energetic and other social skills. 
These connectors should understand the various “languages” that groups in the ecosystem use 
and be able to translate between these groups. Eventually such leaders may even be able to help 
different groups to come to a mutual language between partners. Creating a mutual language for 
different organizational levels is however different. 
It may be for instance not always possible to create one language for people at 
operational level as for people at strategic level. However, objectives and problems should still 
be translated between these levels. Therefore, The ecosystem needs people who understand all 
levels and translate between them. It is important to have a project level between the strategic 
and the operational level. People from this level can translate the broader objectives of the 
strategic level into programmes and projects and present it to the operational level in a way that 
they understand. Because people from this middle level interact with both the strategic and 
operational level, the respondent from Brainport indicated that someone from this level is 
probably best capable to internally translate between organizational levels.  
Connecting leaders at the strategic level, can gain political support for the ecosystem to 
increase its competitiveness. Having a clear proposition of the ecosystems purpose and 
importance is essential to gain political support. Furthermore, as discussed, defining the shared 
purpose is also essential for a smooth interaction with partners. The competences of this second 
type of leader at strategic level are therefore also needed to create trust and organize capacity and 
commitment from partners. Alas, competences and characteristics such as persuasiveness, 
understanding languages, being energetic and having a vision are needed to communicate the 
shared purpose to other partners and to other organizational levels. This is essential for building 
sustainable partnerships. Furthermore, when such leaders are open to change and focus on 
adaptability and succeed to take others with them in this vision it increases the resilience of the 
ecosystem as a whole.  
The remaining issue however, is whether the term “leader” is the correct way to refer to 
these actors. On the one hand, the respondents described leadership based on these skills, but 
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they also indicated that they are not really leaders in the classic sense of leaders who direct 
others. Some respondents even stated that when everyone takes on its role and there are people 
who translate and connect between the groups, there is no need for an actual leader. The 
respondent form Brainport Development stated for instance: 
 
“The next step would be that if you do this (connecting and translating), you do not need 
a leader in the sense of a supervisor. Because what would be their function? A “colour mixer” 
ensures that these levels work well together. Why would I need a supervisor then?” 
 
We see thus, that on individual level, the ecosystem is in need of leaders, but instead of the 
classic idea of a leader, the role of leaders in the ecosystem is far more focused on coaching, 
motivating, and connecting. 
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6. Discussion 
The results and analysis show that the initiative takers in the studied cases are foremost 
the municipalities and universities. Even though these institutes do have individual goals and 
interests, they started to build their partnerships around a shared purpose: stimulating the 
regional economy by making better use of knowledge and resources. Mars, Bronstein & Lusch 
suggest that ecosystems can emerge top-down or bottom-up. They also argue that most 
ecosystems are driven bottom-up and do not have a pre-determined goal and agenda. In contrast 
to many product ecosystems that emerge without a pre-determined goal, the emergence of the 
ecosystems in this study has some more top-down characteristics. The forming of the ecosystem 
cannot and certainly should not entirely be directed and is dependent on many partners that are 
willing to take part in the ecosystem. However, these ecosystems have started off with people 
from the municipalities, universities and, in the case of Brainport, businesses coming together to 
define the purpose of the ecosystem, design the structure of the ecosystem and to discuss the 
strategy. This is different from many product ecosystems where businesses group together 
around one or few successful businesses that only later on develop strategies for these networks.  
The results and analysis show that a large part of the concepts in the conceptual model 
are relevant for the innovation ecosystems that we studied, but in a different way as in product 
ecosystems, which most of the ecosystem literature focuses on. This is mainly because of two 
reasons: first of all, the ecosystems and their platforms are not centred on one core technology 
and interface technology is not relevant in these cases. Secondly, whereas literature on product 
ecosystems for a great part focus on co-opetition – the balancing act between cooperation and 
competition with complementors – the focus in the studied cases is much less on competition and 
mainly on cooperation. Even the competition with other ecosystems did not appear to be an 
important issue, or at least not as important as in product ecosystems. The way key players act in 
these ecosystems is therefore mostly focused on creating openness in leadership and openness in 
working methods instead of protecting information.  
Furthermore, the leaders in the phases that the ecosystems are currently in are mainly the 
municipalities, universities or, in the case of Brainport, a non-profit organization whose entire 
goal is to develop an ecosystem. These current keystones do not have much technological 
expertise in the first place, but are more specialized in connecting other partners who do have 
this expertise. This may however change when the ecosystem enters a new phase.  
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In contrast to Cusumano et al. (2002), Makinen & Dedehayir (2012), Mars, Bronstein & 
Lusch (2012) and many other authors on ecosystems, the focus of keystones in these ecosystems 
is not on maintaining control. The respondents even emphasized that it does not serve the 
ecosystem when one or two actors are too dominant. This diminishes the commitment of other 
partners. This is in line with Adners (2017) argument that leadership in ecosystems is dependent 
on the willingness of other partners.  
It is the question however, whether this makes them the actual leader of the ecosystem. 
The interviews indicated that there are various roles within an ecosystem and that there are forms 
of leadership within every role, as they are all crucial for a well-functioning innovation 
ecosystem. According to Adner (2017), the keystone firm still sets the terms that followers agree 
on and the interviews suggest that this is not the case, but that when it comes to setting terms, the 
partnerships are more or less equal. The keystones are seen as leaders in the sense of initiative 
takers and facilitators of interaction. They form the platform that entrepreneurs and partners use 
to connect. These initiative takers make the design of the ecosystem: which roles various 
partners need to take up, which groups of actors will be involved and what the transactions with 
each of these groups will be. A good design in the starting phase contributes to attracting 
partners willing to contribute and to take up a role in the ecosystem.  
Competition with others in the ecosystem and maintaining control therefore have 
considerably less relevance for these keystones – in this phase anyway. The analysis indicates 
that the aim of these current keystones is to eventually transfer their role as initiator and platform 
shaper to the entrepreneurs in the ecosystem. When this happens, the ecosystem thrives as 
intended by the current keystones. This means that competition and control may become of 
relevance in later phases, when innovative companies take up the role as leaders and platform 
builders. This is however still hard to predict.  
For the current keystones it is more relevant to know how to guide their ecosystem to this 
phase in the first place – how get more entrepreneurship in the ecosystem and let them take up 
the role as leaders. In The Hague, the focus lies on social innovation in the social domain. 
Because of this particular focus, the municipality will probably maintain a more dominant role in 
this ecosystem than in the two other cases. However, the goal is also in this ecosystem to give 
more responsibility to entrepreneurs. The aim is to stimulate social entrepreneurship: start-ups 
that address a certain social problem or need, whereas the other two ecosystems are focusing on 
attracting high-tech companies and start-ups. Partners can stimulate entrepreneurship in the 
ecosystem by meetings and events facilitated by the university, municipality or Brainport 
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Development to coach entrepreneurs and to stimulate interaction between entrepreneurs and 
SMEs. Another tool that appears critical for entrepreneurship is a hub. Such a hub attracts 
entrepreneurs and businesses and can facilitate programmes, coaching and events to stimulate 
them. Such hubs enable entrepreneurs to form their own platform and to take up the role as 
leaders in the ecosystem instead of the initial non-profit initiators. When this succeeds, the 
municipality can become just another partner in the ecosystem. The university however, will 
probably maintain an important role, because such hubs are often part of the university.  
A third way of stimulating entrepreneurship is by investing in quality of life factors of the 
city or even the region. This is especially a task for the municipality. This means that the 
municipality should facilitate for instance good connectivity within the city, international 
schools, office spaces and housing, recreation facilities and safety. These quality of life factors 
all help attracting businesses that can get the ecosystem further.  
Literature suggests that defining a shared purpose is essential for leadership in 
ecosystems (Adner, 2017; Moore, 2013; Makinen & Dedehayir, 2012). The interviews 
confirmed this and showed that defining a shared purpose is an essential element of leadership. 
Such a purpose is centred on making the region more adaptable to new situations. A constant 
focus on the shared purpose is essential for the functioning of the ecosystem. Mars et al (2012) 
argue that ecosystems that do not evolve with their environment may cease to exest or become 
obsolete. The interviews indicated that partners should continually evaluate whether the sub-
goals are still relevant. This way, the focus on a shared purpose and defining sub-goals to 
achieve this contribute to the resilience of the ecosystem.  
 An important aspect that became apparent throughout the interviews is that, although 
literature mainly focuses on how organizations exert leadership, leadership on individual level 
plays a considerably great role in how well the ecosystem thrives. The interviews indicated that 
there is not much need for leaders in the sense of supervisors. When actors take up their roles, 
there is no need for a very strict or hierarchical way of supervising. What ecosystems do need are 
two type of leaders: one with substantial expertise. In the case of Brainport and Delft this 
expertise involves technological expertise, whereas The Hague needs professionals in the field of 
developing new working methods within and between university and municipality. Next to such 
leaders should be leaders who do not necessarily possess substantial expertise, but are skilled at 
connecting people, have a vision and know how to communicate this vision, the shared purpose 
of the ecosystem to others. Such a person should know how to make others enthusiastic about 
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this vision so that they cooperate. From what organization such partner should come and what 
exact roles there are for individual leaders is still something for further research.   
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7. Conclusion 
7.1. Research objective 
The objective of this study is to provide an answer to the research question: 
 
 “How can leadership contribute to the value creation in an innovation ecosystem involving 
municipalities and knowledge institutes?”  
 
A multiple case study including interviews with people from several ecosystems in the 
Netherlands appeared to be the most effective way to answer this question. The theoretical 
framework sketched a picture of the current insights on the topic of ecosystems and leadership 
and how the expected relations between the variables are. This was depicted in a conceptual 
model. The conceptual model formed the base for the interviews with respondents from three 
ecosystems: Brainport Eindhoven, Delft and The Hague.  The responses largely matched and 
gained insight in how leadership is present in ecosystems and how the respondents think it 
should be present. Even though the conceptual model formed a useful base for the interviews, it 
became apparent that this model is more applicable to product ecosystems and that some 
adaptations are useful for open innovation ecosystems like the cases in this study.   
 
7.2. Revised conceptual model for innovation ecosystems 
When we go back to our conceptual model of chapter two, we see that many concepts 
appeared relevant for these cases. However, not every concept is directly applicable. The societal 
outcome is indeed co-creation of innovation and knowledge valorisation, or otherwise described, 
“making better use of public knowledge.” However, the eventual goal to this is, especially in the 
cases of Delft and Brainport, to strengthen the regional economy. The ecosystems 
competitiveness, resilience and the sustainability of its partnerships contribute to this goal. The 
characteristics the respondents mentioned that contribute to these outcomes are mainly similar to 
those from the conceptual model.  
The only concept that did not seem to be as relevant is control. In these cases, none of the 
partners had the aim of being a dominator or to exert much control over the ecosystem. The 
current initiators rather aim to transfer part of their role onto entrepreneurs. To enter this new 
phase of entrepreneurial leadership, the establishment of hubs seem to be a requirement. When 
entrepreneurs, who may simultaneously compete with others in the ecosystem, take up the role 
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of leaders, control may become more relevant. It is however hard to say when and how this will 
happen.   
Defining a shared purpose appeared to be as important for these characteristics as 
suggested in the literature. In two of the cases, leaders of the ecosystems defined a shared 
purpose and even gave focus to this purpose in a covenant. In the case of The Hague, partners 
are working on defining the shared purpose from the start of the partnership. Respondents 
repeatedly linked a shared purpose to trust and commitment from partners. It also enhances the 
stability of the network, because it helps partners to overcome differences of interests and 
working methods among them. Because the shared purpose is focused on being adaptable to the 
changing environment, it is important that sub-goals are constantly being evaluated and adjusted. 
In this sense, focussing on the shared purpose and constantly re-evaluating whether the actions of 
the partners help to achieve this purpose, contributes to the evolvability of the ecosystem.  
Platform leadership proved to be of major importance, especially when it comes to 
external relationships and internal processes. In these cases, the keystones are the platform or the 
formers of the platform. The platform is furthermore not centred on a core technology with 
complementors and interface software. Instead, the platforms often involve a broad scala of 
innovation and its main goal is to link various kinds of innovators to each other to stimulate the 
economy. This is different from product ecosystems, where the main goal is to deliver a product 
and compatible elements for the product. Cusumano’s concepts of “scope” and “product 
technology” are not relevant in these cases.  
The concepts of  “external relationships” and “internal processes” are relevant, but in a 
different way as for product ecosystems, because competition with other partners is not a real 
challenge of the keystones. There is probably competition among other partners, such as 
entrepreneurs, but these are not yet keystones. The actions of the current keystones themselves 
are mainly centred on stimulating interaction among partners, and not on competition with these 
partners.  
Furthermore, instead of having one or few dominators, the respondents indicated that 
leadership coordination mainly comes from the various roles partners can play and that there are 
leaders within each role. Dedehayir et al. (2016) do focus on roles in an ecosystem. However, 
one of the roles they distinguish is that of a dominator. However, in none of the cases, there is a 
clear dominator. When respondents mentioned leaders, they often refer to initiators, facilitators 
and connectors of the network. This might change later when entrepreneurs take over the role as 
leaders and one or few dominant entrepreneurs gain a dominant position. However, this did not 
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seem to be the case yet in any of the ecosystems and it is not clear yet how this will play out 
later. Nonetheless, it became apparent that leadership is largely expressed from the roles that 
different partners have and that, when partners take up these roles, there is no actual dominator 
and partnerships are mostly equal.  
The literature focuses mainly on leadership from a keystone organization. However, there 
is not much literature on leadership in ecosystems on individual level. The function of 
individuals as leaders in the ecosystem and the competences that they have appear to be critical 
to the functioning of the ecosystem. The idea that the respondents have of a “leader” has little to 
do with supervising and directing, but rather with connecting and “translating” between different 
partners and different people in the ecosystem. They have the function and ability to translate the 
purpose of the ecosystem to every group of actors in the ecosystem and create awareness for the 
importance of working together. Individual leaders who are open to change, have a vision and 
know how to take others with them in this vision have a great influence on the trust, 
commitment, consensus, stability and evolvability within the ecosystem. Because the concepts 
appeared to relate to each other somewhat differently as depicted in the first conceptual model, 
the figure below shows a revised conceptual model.  
 
 
 
 
 Figure 10: Revision of the conceptual model 
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This shows that leadership includes platform leadership elements, such as external 
relations and internal organization. These platform management elements are in these cases 
mainly centred on entrepreneurship, flexibility, adaptability, equal partnerships and creating 
awareness for the need to cooperate. This plays a major role in leadership activities among 
partners (external relationships). However, to make the ecosystem function better, it is necessary 
for partners to make transitions within their organization. This is about internal organization. 
Leaders of such organizations need to develop working methods or adjust their working methods 
so that their organization becomes more compatible to the ecosystem. They also organize 
activities, such as meetings and brainstorm sessions, to communicate to each organizational level 
the necessity of functioning in an ecosystem.   
A shared purpose is essential in all of this, because it helps partners to overcome 
differences and potential conflicts. It is important that partners define this shared purpose 
together so that they all support it. This may result in a covenant. This covenant gives further 
focus and visibility to the shared purpose. It is important to communicate the shared purpose to 
each partner and to each organizational level. This is why individual leadership is important. 
Such leaders, on individual level, are able to communicate this shared purpose and sub-goals to 
people and thereby play a big role in organizing commitment and other aspects of relationships 
in the ecosystem. The quality of the relations in the ecosystem is a critical aspect in creating the 
eventual value for the whole ecosystem, because this value is created together.  
When partners take up their role in the ecosystem, each of them can exert a form of 
leadership in their own way. Coaching and setting examples for other similar organizations as 
pioneers or success stories were some ways of leadership that respondents mentioned. A clear 
design of the desired ecosystem - including its objectives, partners, actors, stakeholders, and 
transactions with each of these - helps to attract partners who may take up these roles.  
We see thus that leadership in ecosystem is a very broad concept and can contribute in 
many different ways, on organizational as on individual level, to the eventual value that the 
ecosystem creates. There is no formal leadership in the ecosystem and leadership activities are 
mainly initiatives to attract and connect the different partners in the ecosystem.  
 
7.3. Limitations of the research 
Even though this study provided insight in the ways leadership contributes to value 
creation in the ecosystem, there are some limitations to the research that need to be addressed.  
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First of all, the number of interviews was relatively low. Even though six interviews 
provided quite some insight, this could have been more complete if the number of interviews had 
been higher. Even though there were no real controversies among the responses to the interview 
questions, some aspects that seemed rather interesting or important were only mentioned by one 
or two respondents. More interviews could have indicated whether these aspects really were 
relevant.  
Furthermore, the case of The Hague appeared to be quite deviant form the other two cases 
in two aspects: the ecosystem is just in its birth phase, so many elements of further developed 
ecosystems are still missing in these ecosystems. The relevance of some concepts therefore may 
become clear later but not yet in this stage, which causes some limitations for the results. The 
second difference is that this ecosystem is not focused on open technological innovation, but on 
innovation in the social domain. Start-ups do play a role, but are not (yet) part of the platform. 
This makes this case less comparable to the other two cases, especially when it comes to 
entrepreneurship in the ecosystem and its leadership. Another case could have offered more 
relevant and comparable results, but these differences became clear during the research.  
Another limitation, which is common among qualitative, semi-structured interviews, is that 
results are an interpretation of the responses. Because each respondent uses their own words and 
has their own ideas, it is for instance difficult to judge whether all respondents mean the same 
when they use a certain concept. I repeatedly used follow-up questions to test what the 
respondent exactly meant, but some misinterpretation is always possible in studies like this. A 
limitation with regard to this is that I did not use respondent validation. The main reason why I 
did not is because of the consideration between the need for more clarity and time limits. 
Because the responses appeared relatively clear, I did not ask for further clarification. 
Furthermore, even when a respondent makes no additions to the transcripts, the responses are 
still interpreted by the researcher. This will therefore always be a limitation to the research.  
 
7.4. Suggestions for further research 
As the revised conceptual model indicated, the literature leaves much potential for further 
research on the issue of roles in an open innovation ecosystem. There is already some literature 
on roles in product ecosystems, but these roles seem to deviate from the roles in an innovation 
ecosystem. Further research on the role of the municipality and university would be an 
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interesting topic, especially since the municipality as keystone is not a producer of innovation 
itself.  
Another interesting area for further research is leadership on individual level in 
ecosystems. Literature seems to only emphasize leadership from organizations, but individuals 
do play an essential role in making the ecosystem function better in order to create more value. 
Each case showed the relevance of two different kinds of leaders next to each other: one with 
substantial knowledge and one with mainly social skills and the ability to connect people. The 
responses were however quite ambiguous on what specific function such people have in a 
practical sense and from what organization such “connectors” should come. This could be an 
interesting topic for further research.  
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Appendix A: Clarification on the language  
This Thesis is written solely in English. However, I conducted the interviews in Dutch and 
therefore, the original responses and transcripts are in Dutch. The quotes in this study are 
translated from Dutch to English. In my translation, I attempted to stay substantially as close as 
possible to the original statements of the respondents. I included both the original, Dutch list of 
questions used as base for the interviews in the appendix as well as an English translation. As the 
interviews are semi-structured, the course of the interviews differed per respondent. However, 
the interview guide served as base and the main topics on the interview guide were addressed in 
each interview.   
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Appendix B: Original interview guide – Dutch  
 
Interview leiderschap in ecosystemen Geïnterviewde:  Organisatie: Functie:  
Introductie 1. Kunt u kort iets over uzelf en uw functie binnen uw  organisatie (universiteit/gemeente)?  2. Hoe lang bent u al werkzaam in deze functie?  3. Kunt u kort iets vertellen over het netwerk waar uw organisatie onderdeel van is en waar u aan meewerkt?  4. Wat is het hoofddoel/ hoofddoelen van dit netwerk?  5. Welke rol vervult uw organisatie in dit netwerk?  
Leiderschap 6. Welke organisatie(s) zou u aanwijzen als initiatief nemers of misschien zelfs leiders in het netwerk?  7. Op wat voor manier(en) is er sprake van leiderschap in het netwerk /ecosysteem?  
Individuele doelen en werkwijzen 8. Wat zijn de hoofdredenen voor uw organisatie om onderdeel te zijn van dit netwerk?  9. Hoe corresponderen deze redenen met individuele doelen van andere partners in het netwerk? 
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 10. Hoe kan betere leiderschap helpen om eventuele verschillen hierin of zelfs belangenconflicten te overkomen?  11. Hoe kunnen verschillen in cultuur en werkwijze van de verschillende partners in het netwerk overkomen worden?  
Platform governance 12. Wat voor initiatieven kunnen leidende organisaties nemen om hun partners faciliteren om hun prestaties te verbeteren?  13. Wat voor soort informatie en middelen zijn belangrijk om te delen met partners?  14. Hoe kan een leidende organisatie uitdragen te handelen in het belang van het hele ecosysteem/platform?  15. Over wat voor competenties moeten leiders beschikken?  16. Wat voor leiderschapsstijl past het best in dit ecosysteem?  
Outcomes 17. Hoe kan leiderschap bijdragen tot meer concurrentievermogen van dit ecosysteem?  18. Wat draagt bij tot de veerkracht van het ecosysteem?  19. Wat draagt bij tot duurzaamheid van het ecosysteem?  20. Wat voor mogelijkheden ziet u nog voor ontwikkeling van leiderschap in het ecosysteem?  21. Zijn er nog andere relevante zaken aangaande leiderschap die nog niet aan bod zijn gekomen? 
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Appendix C: English interview guide   
Interview leadership in ecosystems Name interviewee: Organization:  Function:   
Introduction 1. Can you tell something about yourself and your function within the [organization]?  2. For how long have you been active within this function?  3. Can you tell something about the network that your organization is involved in?  4. What is the main purpose of the network?   5. Can you tell something about the role of your organization within the network? 
 
Leadership 6. What organization or organizations would you describe as initiative takers or even leaders in this network?  7.  How is leadership exerted in the ecosystem?  
Individual goals and working methods 8. What are the main reasons for your organization to be part of the ecosystem/network?  9. How do these goals interact with individual goals of other partners in the ecosystem/network?  10. How can leadership contribute to overcome differences in individual goals?  
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 11. How can partners overcome differences in culture and working methods? 
  
Platform governance 12. How can initiative taking organizations in the ecosystem facilitate their partners in enhancing their performance?  13. What kind of information and resources are important to share among the partners on the platform?  14. How can a leading organization show that it is acting in behalf of the whole ecosystem/platform?  15.  What leadership style best fits this ecosystem?  
16. Outcomes 17. How can leadership contribute to a more competitive ecosystem?  18.  What can be done to increase the resilience of the ecosystem?  19. What is important to enhance the sustainability of the ecosystem?  20. What more opportunities do you see for leadership in the ecosystem?  21. Are there any other relevant aspects about leadership that haven’t been addressed yet?       
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Appendix D: Code book  This codebook gives an overview of all the codes that have been used to analyse the interviews. The codes are sorted into major themes and sub-themes. A description is added where the meaning is not explicit in the code name.   
Major themes Sub-themes Description 
Description network  Partners, alliances and structures the ecosystem 
consists of 
Shared purpose  The final purpose that the partners in the 
ecosystem pursue. 
 Regional economic 
development 
Instances where economic development of the 
region was emphasized as shared purpose. 
 
 Knowledge valorisation Examples of making better use of knowledge as 
shared purpose of the ecosystem 
 
 Acceleration of innovation Instances where stimulating innovation is 
mentioned as shared purpose. 
 
 Social innovation Innovation in the social domain (distinctive from 
technical innovation). 
 
Roles  Parties that fulfil a role within the ecosystem. 
 Municipality 
 
 
 Knowledge institutes 
 
 
 Businesses 
 
 
 Financing institutes 
 
 
 Development agencies 
 
 
 Other  
Keystone  The partner organization that takes up the role as 
ecosystem leader or initiative taker. 
 Municipality 
 
 
 Knowledge institute 
 
 
 Businesses 
 
 
 Development agency  
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 Temporary The current keystone is temporarily in its role as 
keystone, with the intention to pass over this role 
to other parties. 
 
Leadership structure  Structures that characterize the decision making 
process / steering process within the ecosystem. 
 Triple helix Three sectors - the government, corporate 
businesses and knowledge institutes – are 
involved in the decision making process/steering 
process. 
 
 Organizational levels References to organizational levels or levels of 
governance within the ecosystem and how they 
interact. 
 
 Shared leadership Leadership is spread over various partners. 
 
Leadership activities  Activities through which organizations can 
express leadership. 
 Facilitating partners  
 Facilitating start-ups Helping start-ups grow, for example by advise, 
connecting them to other companies, funding etc. 
 
 Stimulating interaction - 
levels 
Enhancing the interaction between organizational 
levels. 
 
 Stimulating interaction – 
partners 
Stimulating (or facilitating) interaction between 
partners of the ecosystem. 
 
 Connecting partners 
 
Achieving alignment and will to cooperate among 
partners 
 
 Gaining political support Activities to gain political support in favour of the 
whole ecosystem. 
Management 
characteristics 
 Elements that characterize the management style 
in the ecosystem. 
 Flexibility 
 
 
 Room for pragmatism 
 
 
 Creating trust 
 
 
 Stimulating commitment 
 
 
 Facilitating  
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 Creating consensus 
 
 
 Involving 
 
Consulting subordinates, enclosing strategy etc. 
 Roles Relying upon people executing their tasks from 
their role within the organizational structure. 
Enablers for 
development of 
ecosystem 
 Matters that can help the ecosystem forward in 
maturing. 
 Covenant 
 
 
 Hub 
 
A physical centre or “connection point,” where 
partners, especially businesses come together. 
 
 Incubator 
 
A facility to stimulate start-ups to grow. 
 Accelerator 
 
A facility to stimulate acceleration of innovation 
from start-ups (comparable to incubators). 
 
 City lab/living labs Physical place where people from partners of the 
ecosystem can meet and discuss initiatives.  
  
Competitiveness  Factors that affect the competitiveness of the 
ecosystem in relation to other 
ecosystems/networks. 
 Settlement factors Factors that make the region attractive for people 
organizations to settle. 
 
 Political support 
 
 
 International orientation 
 
 
 Status 
 
 
 Celebrating success 
 
 
Sustainability  Factors that contribute to sustainable relations 
between partners in the ecosystem. 
 Respect roles Partners accept and respect each others role 
within the ecosystem. 
 
 Understanding 
circumstances 
Partners aim to understand and accept the 
differences with other partner organizations 
regarding culture, stakes, interests, organizational 
structure and other aspects of their 
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circumstances. 
 
 Process building Developing long-term facilities and working 
methods to enable cooperation. 
 
 Communicating shared 
purpose 
Creating and maintaining awareness among 
partners of the importance of pursuing the 
shared purpose. 
 
Resilience   
 Pragmatism Responding to opportunities. 
 
 Internal processes Organizations in the ecosystem establish internal 
changes/adaptations, making them more fit in 
the ecosystem environment. 
 
 Responsiveness Detecting changes in environment and revising 
strategies and plans if necessary. 
 
 Involving businesses Attracting businesses and involving them in the 
leadership/steering process. 
 
Individual leadership  Competences of leaders on individual level that 
contribute to the functioning of the ecosystem. 
 Communicative skills 
 
 
 Energetic 
 
 
 Inventive 
 
 
 Organizational 
competences 
 
 
 Persuasiveness 
 
 
 Political competences 
 
 
 Pragmatic 
 
 
 Technical knowledge 
 
 
 Translating skills 
 
 
 Understanding 
 
 
 Vision  
 100 
 
 Two types of leaders   
